
        
            
                
            
        

    HOMETOWN HEROES


A SMALL TOWN ROMANTIC SUSPENSE ANTHOLOGY

  CORA SETON  
  JH CROIX  
  LORI RYAN  
  PJ FIALA  
  KAIT NOLAN  
  KELSEY BROWNING  
  VALERIE J. CLARIZIO  
  JANINE CROUCH  
  ELLE JAMES  




CONTENTS
CORA SETON
Issued to the Bride: One Navy SEAL
Also by Cora Seton


About the Author


Prologue


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Epilogue


J.H. CROIX
Take Me Home
Also by J.H. Croix


About the Author


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Epilogue


LORI RYAN
Love and Protect
Also by Lori Ryan


About the Author


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Epilogue


PJ FIALA
Ford - Finding His Fire
Copyright


Also by PJ Fiala


Meet PJ


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


Chapter 38


Chapter 39


Chapter 40


Chapter 41


Chapter 42


Chapter 43


Chapter 44


Chapter 45


KAIT NOLAN
If I Didn’t Care
Other Books By Kait Nolan


About Kait


A Letter to Readers


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Epilogue


KELSEY BROWNING
Going Hard
Discover More Steele Ridge


About the Author


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


VALERIE J. CLARIZIO
Taken by Surprise
Also by Valerie J. Clarizio


About the Author


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


JANIE CROUCH
Cyclone
Full Linear Tactical Series


About the Author


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


ELLE JAMES
Soldier’s Duty
Also by Elle James


About the Author


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16







ISSUED TO THE BRIDE: ONE NAVY SEAL

CORA SETON





Copyright © 2016 Cora Seton
Published by One Acre Press
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.



ALSO BY CORA SETON
Issued to the Bride: One Navy SEAL is the first volume in the Brides of Chance Creek series, set in the fictional town of Chance Creek, Montana. To find out more about Brian, Cass, Connor, Sadie, Jack, Logan and Hunter, look for the rest of the books in the series, including:
Issued to the Bride: One Airman
Issued to the Bride: One Sniper
Issued to the Bride: One Marine
Issued to the Bride: One Soldier
Also, don’t miss Cora Seton’s other Chance Creek series: the Cowboys of Chance Creek, the Heroes of Chance Creek, and the SEALs of Chance Creek.
The Cowboys of Chance Creek Series:
The Cowboy Inherits a Bride (Volume 0)
The Cowboy’s E-Mail Order Bride (Volume 1)
The Cowboy Wins a Bride (Volume 2)
The Cowboy Imports a Bride (Volume 3)
The Cowgirl Ropes a Billionaire (Volume 4)
The Sheriff Catches a Bride (Volume 5)
The Cowboy Lassos a Bride (Volume 6)
The Cowboy Rescues a Bride (Volume 7)
The Cowboy Earns a Bride (Volume 8)
The Cowboy’s Christmas Bride (Volume 9)
The Heroes of Chance Creek Series:
The Navy SEAL’s E-Mail Order Bride (Volume 1)
The Soldier’s E-Mail Order Bride (Volume 2)
The Marine’s E-Mail Order Bride (Volume 3)
The Navy SEAL’s Christmas Bride (Volume 4)
The Airman’s E-Mail Order Bride (Volume 5)
The SEALs of Chance Creek Series:
A SEAL’s Oath
A SEAL’s Vow
A SEAL’s Pledge
A SEAL’s Consent
A SEAL’s Purpose
A SEAL’s Resolve
A SEAL’s Devotion
A SEAL’s Desire
A SEAL’s Struggle
A SEAL’s Triumph
Visit Cora’s website at www.coraseton.com
Find Cora on Facebook at facebook.com/CoraSeton
Sign up for her newsletter HERE.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
With over one million books sold, NYT and USA Today bestselling author Cora Seton has created a world readers love in Chance Creek, Montana. She has twenty-eight novels and novellas currently set in her fictional town, with many more in the works. Like her characters, Cora loves cowboys, military heroes, country life, gardening, bike-riding, binge-watching Jane Austen movies, keeping up with the latest technology and indulging in old-fashioned pursuits. Visit www.coraseton.com to read about new releases, contests and other cool events!
Blog:
www.coraseton.com
Facebook:
facebook.com/coraseton
Twitter:
twitter.com/coraseton
Newsletter:
www.coraseton.com/sign-up-for-my-newsletter



PROLOGUE
F our months ago
 
On the first of February, General Augustus Reed entered his office at USSOCOM at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, Florida, placed his battered leather briefcase on the floor, sat down at his wide, wooden desk and pulled a sealed envelope from a drawer. It bore the date written in his wife’s beautiful script, and the General ran his thumb over the words before turning it over and opening the flap.
He pulled out a single page and began to read.
 
Dear Augustus,
It’s time to think of our daughters’ future, beginning with Cass.
 
The General nodded. Spot on, as usual; he’d been thinking about Cass a lot these days. Thinking about all the girls. They’d run yet another of his overseers off Two Willows, his wife’s Montana ranch, several months ago, and he’d been forced to replace him with a man he didn’t know. There was a long-standing feud between him and the girls over who should run the place, and the truth was, they were wearing him down. Ten overseers in eleven years; that had to be some kind of a record, and no ranch could function well under those circumstances. Still, he’d be damned if he was going to put a passel of rebellious daughters in charge, even if they were adults now. It took a man’s steady hand to run such a large spread.
Unfortunately, it was beginning to come clear that Bob Finchley didn’t possess that steady hand. Winter in Chance Creek was always a tricky time, but in the months since Finchley had taken the helm, they’d lost far too many cattle. The General’s spies in the area reported the ranch was looking run-down, and his daughters hadn’t been seen much in town. The worst were the rumors about Cass and Finchley—that they were dating. The General didn’t like that at all—not if the man couldn’t run the ranch competently—and he’d asked for confirmation, but so far it hadn’t come. Finchley always had a rational explanation for the loss of cattle, and he never said a word about Cass, but the General knew something wasn’t right and he was already looking for the man’s replacement.
Our daughter runs a tight ship, and I’m sure she’s been invaluable on the ranch.
 
He had to admit what Amelia wrote was true. Cass was an organizational wizard. She kept her sisters, the house and the family accounts in line, and not for the first time he wondered if he should have encouraged Cass to join the Army back when she had expressed interest. She’d mentioned the possibility once or twice as a teenager, but he’d discouraged her. Not that he didn’t think she’d make a good soldier; she’d have made a fine one. It was the thought of his five daughters scattered to the wind that had guided his hand. He couldn’t stomach that. He needed his family in one place, and he’d done what it took to keep her home. That wasn’t much: a suggestion her sisters needed her to watch over them until they were of age, a mention of tasks undone on the ranch, a hint she and the others would inherit one day and shouldn’t she watch over her inheritance? It had done the trick.
Maybe he’d been wrong.
But if Cass had gone, wouldn’t the rest of them have followed her?
He’d been able to stop sending guardians for the girls when Cass turned twenty-one five years ago, much to everyone’s relief. His daughters had liked those about as little as they liked the overseers. He’d hoped when he dispensed of the guardians, the girls would feel they had enough independence, but that wasn’t the case; they still wanted control of the ranch.
Cass is a loving soul with a heart as big as Montana, but she’s cautious, too. I’ll wager she’s beginning to think there isn’t a man alive she can trust with it.
 
The General sighed. His girls hadn’t confided in him in years—especially about matters of the heart—something he was glad Amelia couldn’t know. The truth was his daughters had spent far too much time as teenagers hatching plots to cast off guardians and overseers to have much of a social life. They’d been obsessed with being independent, and there were stretches of time when they’d managed it—and managed to run the show with no one the wiser for months. In order to pull that off, they’d kept to themselves as much as possible. He’d only recently begun to hear rumblings about men and boyfriends. Unfortunately, none of the girls were picking hardworking men who might make a future at Two Willows; they were picking flashy, fly-by-night troublemakers.
Like Bob Finchley.
He couldn’t understand it. He wanted that man out of there. Now. Trouble was, when your daughters ran off so many overseers it made it hard to get a new one to sign on. He had yet to find a suitable replacement.
Without a career off the ranch, Cass won’t get out much. She might not ever meet the man who’s right for her. I want you to step in.
Send her a man, Augustus. A good man.
 
A good man. Those weren’t easy to come by in this world. The right man for Cass would need to be strong to hold his own in a relationship with her. He’d need to be fair and true, or he wouldn’t be worthy of her. He’d need some experience ranching.
A lot of experience ranching.
The General stopped to ponder that. He’d read something recently about a man with a lot of experience ranching. A good man who’d gotten into a spot of trouble. He remembered thinking he ought to get a second chance—with a stern warning not to screw up again. A Navy SEAL, wasn’t it? He’d look up the document when he was done.
He returned to the letter.
Now here’s the hard part, darling. You can’t order him to marry Cass any more than you can order Cass to marry him. You’re a cunning old codger when you want to be, and it’ll take all your deviousness to pull this off. Set the stage. Introduce the players.
Let fate do the rest.
I love you and I always will,
Amelia
 
Set the stage. Introduce the players.
The General read through the letter a second time, folded it carefully, slid it back into the envelope and added it to the stack in his deep, right-hand bottom drawer. He steepled his hands and considered his options. Amelia was right; he needed to do something to make sure his daughters married well. But they’d rebelled against him for years, so he couldn’t simply assign them husbands, as much as he’d like to. They’d never allow the interference.
But if he made them think they’d chosen the right men themselves…
He nodded. That was the way to go about it.
In fact…
The General chuckled. Sometime in the next six months, his daughters would stage another rebellion and evict Bob Finchley from the ranch. He could just about guarantee it, even if Cass was currently dating the man. Sooner or later he’d go too far trying to boss them around, and Cass and the others would flip their lids.
When they did, he’d be ready for them with a replacement they’d never be able to shake. One trained to combat enemy forces by good ol’ Uncle Sam himself. A soldier in the Special Forces might do it. Or maybe even a Navy SEAL…
This wasn’t the work of a moment, though. He’d need time to put the players in place. Cass wasn’t the only one who’d need a man—a good man—to share her life.
Five daughters.
Five husbands.
Amelia would approve.
The General opened the bottom left-hand drawer of his desk, and mentally counted the remaining envelopes that sat unopened in another stack, all dated in his wife’s beautiful script. Ten years ago, after Amelia passed away, Cass had forwarded him a plain brown box filled with envelopes she’d received from the family lawyer. The stack in this drawer had dwindled compared to the opened ones in the other drawer.
What on earth would he do when there were none left?



CHAPTER 1
P resent day
 
Navy SEAL Brian Lake was already at work in the large square office he shared with four other men at USSOCOM when Logan Hughes walked in whistling, plunked himself down at his desk and set a tall takeout cup of coffee near the monitor of his computer. A barrel of a man from Idaho, with biceps as big as cantaloupes, the marine was the type to act first and never ask questions later.
“Hello, baby girl!” Logan kissed the palm of his hand with a loud smack and slapped it against the photograph of a dark-haired young woman with blue eyes that hung on the wall nearby. Then he pulled a breakfast sandwich out of a paper bag and began to eat.
“Don’t ever let the General see you do that,” Brian warned him. He could only imagine the highly decorated officer’s reaction to the gesture. General Augustus Reed—or the General, as everyone called him, as if he was the only one there’d ever been—oversaw the Joint Special Task Force for Inter-Branch Communication Clarity, which comprised the five men who worked in this office, representing four branches of the military.
The room was filled with desks and a large central table, and the General had decorated its walls with a strange mixture of military and personal items. There were charts, graphs, print-outs and maps, as you’d expect, but the General had also seen fit to hang a multitude of framed photographs of Two Willows—his Montana cattle ranch—and his family.
This wasn’t completely surprising. In the month since he’d been here, Brian had noticed that all of the rooms the General spent time in contained mementos of his home. No one doubted he loved his family’s ranch—and his deceased wife, whose gentle visage stared out of innumerable photographs in the General’s office and quarters. There was far more speculation about his daughters, however, all five of whom figured prominently in photographs hung around this room—including Lena Reed, who had the misfortune to hang next to Logan’s desk. Everyone at USSOCOM knew about the rift between the General and his daughters. None of the girls—women now—had been seen on the base for years, since Cass Reed, the eldest—and most beautiful in Brian’s opinion, with her long, thick waves of blond hair and wide-set blue eyes—had pitched a fit at a military function nine years ago.
Brian and the others had discussed where the General got his photographs, since rumor had it he seldom went home, either. Spies, they’d concluded, only half joking. The General might not be father material, but he was excellent at marshaling his forces and collecting intelligence.
“Don’t let him see me eat?” Logan asked, eyes wide with mock confusion.
“For fuck’s sake,” Lieutenant Jack Sanders said from his desk across the room. “Do you two have to do the same damn routine every morning?”
Jack was in the Special Forces, and a cagier man Brian had never met. As far as he could tell, Sanders had dropped fully grown out of the sky. Brian had looked up all of the other men in the task force when he first arrived, and while several had done what they could to keep a low profile, it was as if Sanders simply didn’t exist outside the military. He spoke without a discernible accent, seemed to carry an encyclopedia in his head and never lost his cool. Brian wasn’t a man who spooked easily, but when Sanders was around, he kept an eye on him.
“It’s tradition,” Logan said. “And now that you’ve interrupted us, we’ll have to do it all over again.” He turned to the photograph. “Hello, baby girl!” He kissed the palm of his hand and slapped it up against Lena’s cheek. “Anyway, don’t tell me you’ve never thought about it.”
“About making an ass out of myself? Sure, I’ve thought about it,” Jack said. “I’ve just managed to restrain myself.”
Brian noticed he was staring at the photograph nearest to his own desk, though. Alice Reed, the third-oldest of the General’s daughters, stared back at him, her mouth curved into an enigmatic smile, her high cheekbones, crystalline blue eyes and the slight quirk of one eyebrow making her look like an otherworldly creature caught just before she slipped away into the ether. Brian could see the attraction. He had no doubt Alice was stunning in person, but he didn’t go for otherworldly or enigmatic. Cass’s frank, slightly challenging air as she faced the camera in the photo nearest to him drew his gaze over and over again each day he spent here. The General’s oldest daughter was… hot.
More than hot. Sweet, sexy… luscious…
She was as all-American as apple pie, with a mass of wavy blond hair, a sweet, heart-shaped face and a trim body, but it was her mouth that caught Brian’s attention. That was a mouth made for kissing—for taking your time with on the way to even better things.
But that didn’t make her any more available to him than Lena was to Logan.
“Time to get to work,” he said, wanting to distract himself from thoughts of what could never be. Maybe someday he’d find himself a woman like Cass to marry, but first he’d have to get out of the mess he’d gotten himself into. That meant making a good impression here at USSOCOM.
“But so much nicer to stare at the young lassies—not to mention that grand green ranch the General has surrounded us with,” Connor O’Riley said in a fake, lilting Irish accent. With hair so dark it was almost black, blue eyes and a healthy sense of humor, Connor was a pararescueman in the Air Force and always had a woman or two on the back burner. “Not sure which I’m more in love with—those thousand head of cattle or little Sadie Reed, here.” He did Logan one better and kissed Sadie, an auburn-haired young woman with green eyes, who looked about as Irish as Connor claimed he was, full on her photographed lips. To Brian, Sadie Reed seemed more cautious than her sisters. Wise and innocent all at once, in a way he couldn’t make out. Presented with Connor in real life, he had a feeling she might run in the other direction.
Connor, who’d spent as much time around horses as Brian had when he was young, had grown up on a Texas spread so big it could have been its own state. But he wasn’t a son of the family who owned it, and wouldn’t inherit any part of it. His father had been a foreman, and wanted him to be the same. Connor wanted to be his own man, so he’d joined the Air Force. Like Brian, he dreamed of saving enough money to buy his own spread.
“Two Willows is a sexy bit of property,” Logan agreed, taking another large bite of his sandwich.
“Two Willows is a ranch a man could be proud to own.”
They all fell silent at Hunter Powell’s pronouncement. Another Navy SEAL—and sniper—who outranked Brian and had served longer than he had, Powell came across as a laid-back Southern boy from Louisiana, who spoke in an accent so thick it made up for Sanders’s lack of one. Hunter liked to play the good ’ol boy, but he was whip smart and an uncanny shot. Brian wondered how he’d ended up here. Hunter could get downright talkative about military equipment, tactics and so on, but he didn’t talk much about his hopes and dreams. Like the rest of them, he’d grown up on a ranch.
Like the rest of them, he hadn’t a hope in hell of ever owning one himself.
They’d discovered that commonality in the first week they’d worked together. None of them had been happy to land here at USSOCOM doing desk work. Especially when they quickly realized that work was bogus. JSOC had an arsenal of men and women working on inter-branch communication. Brian and the rest of the task force were redundant.
Useless.
Every morning they entered the office to find more manuals and printouts to look through. They’d been tasked with finding contradictions between them, as if the five elite warriors in the room were little better than copy editors. Brian would have taken on any other job if he could, but that was just it: none of them had a choice.
That was something else they shared in common.
The fact was, they were killing time on the way to being ushered out of the military gently but firmly by an apparatus that had made it all too clear that if they objected, things would get ugly, fast.
Brian had to chuckle privately when he remembered the suspicious way they’d regarded each other when they’d all arrived at USSOCOM. He and Hunter were the only ones from the same military branch, and all five of them had secrets to hide. Still, it didn’t take long for them to realize the similarities in their situations. Each of them a highly trained officer in one of the special branches of the military.
Each of them a fuck-up.
“I don’t mind working,” Jack said. “If the General would give us some real work.”
Brian knew what he meant. He’d always considered himself to be diligent in his duties, despite the mistake that had landed him here, but he’d spent more time staring at the photographs of the General’s ranch—and at Cass, if he was honest—than he’d spent finding discrepancies. There weren’t many to find. These publications had been thoroughly vetted by JSOC already.
Several feet away from him, two large, poster-size frames hung on the wall. One was an aerial shot of the General’s ranch. The main house was set back from a two-lane country highway. Behind it stood another structure he figured had to be some kind of large garage. Some distance away was a cluster of buildings that had to be barns, stables, that sort of thing. All around them were large pastures, brushy thickets and pine forests. The second frame held a topographical map of the same area, structures, terrain, roads and trails marked out in detail. How many hours had he stared at those two hangings in the past month?
Far too many. He had no doubt he could traverse the General’s ranch blindfolded.
Cass’s photograph hung just below the topographical map. Just out of easy reach, although if he leaned forward he could slap a kiss onto her lips with his hand the way Logan had Lena’s.
If only he could own a ranch like Two Willows, he thought for the thousandth time. If he had to leave the Navy SEALs, he could find contentment on a place like that. A wife like Cass Reed wouldn’t hurt, either.
But neither of those scenarios was likely. He’d recently learned his brother, Grant, was walking the same path as their deadbeat father, who’d lost their ranch when Brian was young. Grant had racked up tens of thousands of dollars in debt and called Brian for help, afraid his wife, Marissa, would leave him if she found out. Brian, like the fool he was, had given his brother a substantial loan, knowing all the while he’d never see that money again. Now he was even further away from his dream of owning property. And Grant had likely gambled most of the money away again. The Lakes didn’t attract happiness.
He’d wondered too many times what would happen when his time with the SEALs was up and he had to go back to civilian life.
He wanted land. He wanted a ranch like the one his father had lost. He wanted horses. Cattle. Wide open spaces. A family—
Brian cut off that chain of thoughts.
No ranch for him. Not without another decade or more in the military. A real spread cost a bundle these days. Far more than he’d managed to put away so far—even before that loan to Grant. No wife, either, until he could give her a good life and keep her safe. Until he could prove to himself he wasn’t a fuck-up like his father or brother. Better for him to stay single. In the military.
If only the military wanted him.
“The General can’t get angry about me flirting with his daughter if he isn’t going to give me anything else to do,” Logan said.
“Haven’t you worked it out yet?” Connor asked him. “They’ve put us on a shelf. They’re keeping us out of trouble until we’re gone. They don’t have anything for you to do.”
“It doesn’t make sense.” Jack’s frustration was clear. “You’d think they’d get what they can from us. Send us somewhere we’d see some real action. Give us a chance to make it up to them.”
“That’s what I can’t understand,” Logan said. “I’ve worked with men who’ve done far worse than what I did and been promoted—”
“We’re here. No use complaining.”
Hunter’s thick accent wrapped around them like a warm blanket, but his words were stern. Brian knew the man wasn’t any happier about being pulled from the action than the rest of them were.
“Nothing makes sense anymore,” Logan went on. “I mean, look at this room. Are we fixing the communication problem between branches, or are we preparing to invade the General’s ranch? We’ve got maps, mug shots, dossiers…”
Connor nearly spit out the coffee he’d just taken a sip of. “Shit, he’s right. I hadn’t thought about it like that.” He gestured to all the framed photos and prints on the walls. “Look at all the intel.”
“Those aren’t dossiers,” Jack said scornfully.
“What do you call them then?” Logan pointed at the photo collages positioned around the room. Each of the General’s daughters had one—a collection of shots depicting her at various activities. Lena’s showed her herding cattle, riding horses, shooting pistols at targets, mucking out a stable. Sadie’s were mostly set in the ranch’s extensive gardens. Alice seemed to favor sewing. In several she held elaborate costumes out at arm’s length, but she was also to be seen reading, dancing and riding. Josephine, the youngest daughter, had an animal with her in every shot, from cats and dogs to chickens, cattle and horses.
Brian had looked at all of them over the course of the month, but it was Cass’s that held his attention. Her collage showed a woman who worked hard keeping a home together for her family. Cass cooking at the stove, laughing while seated at the head of a table of friends and family, fixing the lock on a door, repairing the back porch, riding with her sisters, bent over paperwork at a desk, collecting eggs while a chicken looked on.
“He’s right,” Brian said slowly. Staring at these photos, he’d learned a variety of facts about the ranch’s inhabitants and had built impressions of each of them in his mind. He knew the layout of the ranch, knew the network of roads and tracks that crisscrossed it, had a sense of the size of the cattle operation…
“So, what—you think the General is going to send us on a mission to Montana? He’s just a family man,” Jack said scornfully.
“A family man who never goes home,” Hunter said suddenly.
The door burst open just as the rest of them jumped into the argument, and the General himself strode into the room. In the sudden silence, he waved them to the table before they could stand up. “Gather round, men. Sit down, sit down.” He took a position standing at the head of the large table and Brian and the others hurried to seat themselves around it. Brian wondered if the rest of them were worried that the General had overheard them.
He sure was. He was working to stop the process that was kicking him out of the military. He wanted to stay—needed to. He hadn’t saved up near enough money to buy a ranch.
The General paced while they watched. He seemed to be mulling something over, and must have come to a conclusion, because he turned and nodded once. “Guess what, boys? You’ve earned yourselves a mission. A special mission.” He caught the gaze of each man in turn, his hazel eyes glinting with a mixture of triumph and contempt. “One that fits both the skills the United States military has endowed you with, and the blatant, reckless idiocy you’ve seen fit to display ever since.” He grinned his raffish, trademark grin. “Brace yourselves. Your future’s about to slap you upside the head.”
Brian swallowed against a sudden sense of unease.
“What’s that supposed to mean, sir?” Logan asked.
“That means this mission is permanent. It’s a one-way ticket out of the military…without a stop in the stockade.”
Several men shifted uncomfortably at this new reminder of the ties that linked them. They’d all made mistakes, but none of them had paid for them…
Yet.
Brian knew that was about to change, regardless of what the General said next. He didn’t like the sound of permanent. If he couldn’t figure out how to stay in the SEALs, he’d never reach his goal. He didn’t want to hire on to some civilian security corporation. That wasn’t his style at all.
“Are you talking about a suicide mission, sir?” Jack joked, bringing Brian back to the present.
The general’s eyes narrowed. “Not suicide, although seeing as none of you wanted to leave the military, maybe it’ll seem mighty close. Tell me, Lake, you got a girl?”
“A girl, sir?” Brian sputtered. Why was the General interested in his love life all of a sudden?
“A girl. A woman. Someone to keep you warm at night.”
“No, sir.” Brian didn’t have any of those. Hadn’t gotten more than three dates into a relationship in years. He supposed a shrink would blame it on mommy issues. As in, he didn’t have one. After his father’s gambling had lost them their small ranch, they’d moved into a house in town. Late one Saturday night his mother had run to a convenience mart five blocks from home and walked into a robbery gone wrong. She got shot when the police intervened. His dad lost the two hundred bucks he’d bet on the Raiders. Tough night all around.
“What exactly is this all about, sir?” Connor asked the General, leaning forward and setting his elbows on the table as if to better hear the answer.
“You’ve heard about my contentious relationship with my daughters.” Nearly sixty, Reed still evinced the vigor of a much younger man, but several times in the past few weeks Brian had thought he’d glimpsed something behind his veneer of strength and determination. Something far harder to define. Disquiet, maybe.
Regret.
No one answered him. For the General to speak about his family—and mention a problem regarding his girls—was unprecedented.
The General tapped his finger on the table, a gesture uncharacteristically indecisive. After a moment, he straightened. “Last November I installed a new overseer on my ranch. Name of Bob Finchley. Today I received notice that my girls ran him off. Which means my ranch—one of the largest in Montana—is being overseen by a passel of women and a bunch of hands I’ve never met. Hands whose reputations aren’t stellar. My girls do their best to keep me out of the loop, but something’s rotten in Denmark—this isn’t the usual case of them wanting to run the place themselves. Profits are way down. The hands Finchley hired are from out of town—no one can vouch for them. And there are rumblings in Chance Creek I haven’t heard before. Crime’s up. There’s more trouble than usual. I don’t know what’s going on, but I want to find out.”
“Sir, what does this have to do with me?” Brian asked.
“Keep a lid on it and you’ll find out,” the General snapped. He straightened. “I’m giving you your orders, all of you. You will infiltrate Two Willows, root out every last insurgent who’s wormed his way in there, secure the property, impose martial law and marry the natives. Do you understand me?”
Brian stilled. So did all the others. He opened his mouth to speak. Closed it again.
“Sir—what did you just say?” Connor’s slow-spoken question caused the General’s frown to deepen. Two Willows was the name of the General’s ranch. Which meant—if Brian wasn’t mistaken—the natives were his daughters.
He swallowed in a suddenly dry throat and willed himself not to turn and look at Cass’s photograph. The man had lost his marbles. Possibly overnight. Up until now Reed hadn’t demonstrated any kind of mental illness, but this wasn’t normal behavior, any way you sliced it.
“You heard me.” The General didn’t budge. Just stared back at them. Was he enjoying this?
Logan rolled his eyes. “With all due respect, General, it’s the twenty-first century—you can’t order people to marry.”
“Like hell I can’t.” The General fixed him with a look as sharp as flint. “But not you. Not yet. Lake, you’re up first. You’ll marry Cass.”
“Why do I have to go first… sir?” he added belatedly. He hadn’t meant to say any of that out loud. It had slipped out while he struggled to get a hold of his emotions. He hadn’t expected to ever get the chance to be in the same place as Cass Reed, let alone have the General order him to marry her. It was one thing to lust over a photograph. Another thing altogether to be presented with a woman and ordered to get hitched.
“Because I said so. You’re always eager to scout ahead, right?”
That was a direct hit. Brian had landed in the shithouse for an over-eager move on his last mission in the Middle East. Patience not being his particular virtue, he’d decided, after cooling his heels for ten days with the rest of his team waiting for conditions to be right, to get a look at the situation from a different viewpoint. It was a good move, in that he’d spotted their target and taken him out with one clean shot, but the rest of the mission had been a disaster. Brian and his men had to call in an airstrike to escape, and an unlucky hit took out a nearby market square. It was empty at the time, but that didn’t stop the international watchdogs from howling about civilian targets.
Brian rubbed his jaw with his hand. “How the hell am I supposed to make your daughter marry me, sir?” None of this could be real. He’d never asked a more ridiculous question in his life.
The General gave him a long, knowing look before he flipped open a file on the table, and Brian wondered again if the man knew far more about what had gone on in this room over the last few weeks than he’d been letting on. “I’m giving you a cover story. My house needs work. While you’re fixing it, you can get the lay of the land and see what’s what. Get rid of the ranch hands who are still under Finchley’s sway. Woo my daughter. The Navy spent a hell of a lot of money training you, Lake. You’ll figure it out. The others will follow.”
Shifts in body position and the scraping of chair legs over the linoleum floor belied the general’s assurance.
“I don’t know about everyone else, but I think I’ll sit this square dance out, sir,” Connor drawled.
“Oh, really? How about I re-open the investigation into the shitstorm you made out of your last mission? Is that what you want, O’Riley?”
The room went absolutely silent. All of them were waiting for the results of investigations into their conduct. If Connor’s had been suspended, did that mean…?
“That’s what I thought,” the General said. “And yes—for the moment, all investigations have been suspended. I can change that with a single phone call.”
Reed sighed gustily. Brian sat tense with the possibility that the investigation—and charges—he’d dreaded for months might disappear. He’d do about anything to make that happen.
“Now listen up,” the General went on, each word as harsh as sandpaper over steel. Brian held very still. It was clear the man had reached his limit. “You all don’t quite seem to be getting the picture, so let’s try this one more time. Each and every one of you is sitting in this room because you’ve fucked things up in such a major way the US military wants you to go crawl under a rug and disappear. They’ve handed the problem to me. So I’m holding up a rug, and you’re damned well going to crawl under it.” He looked them each in the eye in turn. “I’m not asking you to a square dance, ladies. I’m giving you a mission. A final mission. One that will end with the termination of any relationship between you and the US military. But that termination will be honorable. At least on paper. You will take it. You will go to Montana. You will get my ranch in hand. You will marry my daughters. Do you understand me?”
Brian wasn’t sure he understood any of this, but that didn’t matter, did it? Despite everything, he’d do what the General said if it meant crawling out from under the hell of the investigation into his actions. He’d never meant to do anything to blacken the eye of the United States Navy. If this whole episode could disappear, he’d be one happy man.
But marriage—that was different. Like the General said—it was permanent. Was that fair to a woman like Cass? After all, his father had good as killed his mother, and Grant was about to ruin his wife’s life. What if he fucked up like that and took Cass, the sweet woman he only knew from photographs, down with him?
What choice did he have but to give it a shot, though? And who better to try it with than Cass Reed?
If the General wasn’t pulling his leg in some massive practical joke, that was.
But the General didn’t look like he was joking. And if Brian was honest, Cass’s photograph had tempted him since the day he walked in here. The collage that depicted her interests resonated with him as if she’d been handpicked for him.
Clarity crashed over Brian, and he sucked in a breath. It was the other way around, wasn’t it? Brian had been handpicked for Cass.
By the General.
Months ago.
Had the others realized that?
It looked like they were beginning to. He saw their surreptitious glances at the General’s daughters’ photos hung around the room.
“Because when you’re done,” the General continued, leaning forward again to make his point, “if you haven’t figured out the math yet, you’ll be my sons-in-law. Which means the five of you stand to inherit one of the biggest, most productive ranches in Chance Creek County, Montana. This mission beginning to look a little more palatable?”
Holy shit. Brian’s hands flexed, then clenched. He hadn’t taken in that part fully. A fifth of an established ranch with no buy-in costs and no risk? Brian gave Cass’s photograph another look. “Yeah,” he heard himself say. “It’s a little more palatable.” He ducked when the General chucked a manual at him. “I mean, it would be an honor to marry your daughter, sir!”
“That’s better. Get packed. You leave today.” The General strode toward the door.
Brian stood up with the others as he passed them.
“You’re crazy,” Logan said when the General was gone. “Lake, if you do this you’re cracked in the head. No matter the alternative.”
Maybe. Or maybe this mission was the answer to all his problems.
 
Cass Reed placed the last of the breakfast dishes into the draining rack and let the soapy water out of the sink, eyeing the dripping faucet with resignation. It was worse today, which meant she’d have to pull out her tools, take it apart and find the problem. As if she didn’t have enough to do already. Sometimes she felt Two Willows was falling apart faster than she could fix it.
The window on the second-story landing still had a piece of cardboard taped into its frame to replace a missing pane. The tiling in the shower on the first floor had given way, which meant another leak was creating havoc behind the wall. The roof was also leaking in three places that Cass knew of, which reminded her she needed to check the buckets she’d positioned around the attic—there’d been a light rain the previous night. One of these days she’d have to crawl out on the roof and repair the shingles.
Too bad she was afraid of heights.
Things didn’t used to be like this—not when her mother was alive. Or maybe they had been and she’d just been too young and oblivious to realize how hard her mother had worked to keep up with the large old house they lived in. Cass wasn’t sure. One thing she did know was that at twenty-six, she couldn’t stack up to Amelia when it came to handling problems with panache—or parenting her sisters. She’d thanked God when she’d turned twenty-one and persuaded her father to stop sending useless guardians to watch over them. None of the women who’d come to help could fill Amelia’s shoes. They were there for an easy paycheck, something the General never seemed to understand.
Cass was the one who’d done the real work around the house since her mother passed away when she was fifteen. As her mother lay dying, she and her sisters had taken turns visiting the hospital and keeping an eye on the ranch. It hadn’t occurred to Cass until then that her mother had foreseen what had happened to her, as she’d foreseen so much else over the course of her life; although the stroke had come out of nowhere, her mother had been prepared for it. She seemed peaceful in those last few days, even as all her daughters came apart. Cass had tried so hard to match her serenity, but for the most part she’d failed.
“It’s up to you now to keep your sisters and father safe,” Amelia had struggled to say in her slurred speech. “You’ll have to be the anchor that keeps this family together, and it won’t be easy, but you’re strong, Cass. Stronger than you know. The key is the ranch. The land. That’s where the power is. No matter what happens, you have to stay on the ranch.”
“Like you did?”
Amelia had understood immediately what she was asking. Did she need to physically stay on the ranch at all times, like her mother had ever since her father joined the Army? All the girls had been aware of why Amelia stayed within the confines of her property unless the General was by her side. She’d made some sort of pact with God—or maybe with the land itself. If she stayed, the General would survive the dangers he’d faced throughout his career. If she left, all bets were off.
Ridiculous, like everything else that happened at Two Willows. And yet—
Despite a long, dangerous career in the Army, the General was still alive.
Even if her mother wasn’t.
“There are five of you to share the burden,” Amelia had told her. “But Cass… let it mostly be you. I know Alice feels the things to come far more than you do, but she doesn’t have the determination you have. You’re the oldest. The strongest. And you love the ranch.”
“I do,” Cass had assured her. She’d taken on that burden willingly, and her sisters had shared it without question. In the past eleven years there hadn’t been a single moment when at least one Reed woman wasn’t on the property. Until the General came home, there never would.
Would the General ever come home again?
Cass pushed the question aside. It didn’t matter. She was here to stay, anyway. And she needed to keep her sisters in line. She’d struggled mightily to do so when they were teenagers. Now it was a lost cause.
It was her fault, Cass admitted to herself. She’d been distracted ever since their latest overseer had arrived last November. Bob Finchley had tricked her well and thoroughly, and they were all paying for her mistake now. He’d pursued her with a vengeance, and Cass, who’d had little time or opportunity for dating and men before now, had been swept off her feet by his flattery and attention.
Every time she thought about it she wanted to die of humiliation.
She’d believed everything he’d said as he accompanied her day and night. She’d told him all of her hopes and dreams. Confessed everything about her estrangement from her father—and the way he’d squashed her dream of joining the Army when she’d dared to express it, even though she’d known she wouldn’t follow through. How could she when she was needed here? But she’d wanted him to say, “Yes, Cass, you’d make a fine soldier.”
Of course he hadn’t.
That wasn’t the worst, though. In the end, she’d slept with Bob—the man who’d been stealing from her family the whole time. It was only luck that led her to discover the fact he was cooking the books. He’d been hinting he meant to propose to her soon—and she would have said yes if she hadn’t pieced it all together. She still didn’t know if he had meant to marry her and try to eventually take the ranch for himself, or string her along while he siphoned all the cash he could from it before leaving her in the dust.
She wasn’t sure which was worse, either. All she knew was she was glad he was gone. Even if he’d left their finances in ruins.
If only Bob had gone farther away, though, she thought as she examined the leaky faucet again. He was still in town, and she thought he might be tracking her movements, because she bumped into him far too often. Several people had congratulated her on her engagement to him in the past week. She wouldn’t put it past Bob to have started the rumors himself. She was doing everything she could to dispel them, but it worried her; what was he up to? Between his continued presence in town, her sisters’ waywardness and the way the house was falling down around her head, Cass was beginning to think she was losing her mind.
Which wasn’t an option. Not today, anyway, she reminded herself firmly, going to the large walk-in pantry where she kept her tool kit on the bottom shelf next to the cleaning supplies and “how to” books.
“I’m off to Westfield,” Alice called as she crossed the kitchen on her way to the back door. “Be back for dinner.”
Cass exited the pantry in a hurry to confront her. The third oldest at twenty-four, Alice was the beauty of the family. Artistic, almost other-worldly in her appearance, she made men young and old stop and stare. She had a way of sensing things before they happened, too, but for someone with the second sight, Cass thought she was awfully blind to her current boyfriend’s faults.
“You’ll be at Westfield all that time?” She took in the garment bags draped over Alice’s arm. She must be going to the other ranch for a dress fitting. The women at Westfield kept Alice busy sewing the Regency costumes they wore. Sometimes Cass wished she could go stay at their Jane Austen bed and breakfast and never come home again.
But that wasn’t possible.
“I’m going out with Howie afterward.” Alice quickly turned to go.
Just as Cass had predicted. “Did he ever explain what he was doing with your car?” Cass knew she was overly suspicious after her own disastrous relationship with Bob, but recently Howie’s behavior was raising all kinds of red flags.
“I already told you—he had to pick something up in Silver Falls. It was important. I don’t see why you’re making such a big fuss.”
“Why didn’t he take his truck?”
“It was in the shop.”
Cass didn’t like it. Something wasn’t sitting right with her about Howie these days, but she knew from experience Alice wouldn’t tolerate an inquisition. Howie was the first man her sister had seriously dated, and she’d fallen for him hard in the past month.
Cass couldn’t blame her. Howie was handsome and a lot of fun. If he was secretive now and then, or borrowed her sister’s Chevy without asking, who was she to say that was a problem? Still, she worried. None of them knew what they were doing around men. The General treated them like something he’d found on the bottom of his shoe. He alternated between ignoring them and imposing his will from USSOCOM headquarters as if they were a rogue nation he’d been tasked with governing since they couldn’t be trusted to govern themselves.
“See you later.” Alice slipped away and shut the back door behind her. Cass stood in kitchen, her arms crossed over her chest and raised her eyes to the high, whitewashed ceiling. “Mama, if you’ve got any ideas, now’s the time to let me in on them. Because I don’t know how to get her away from that man.”
She got no answer, aside from the ticking of the grandfather clock in the central hall. She was alone in this mess, just as she’d been since she was fifteen.
Time to fix that faucet.
But before she could return to the task, Sadie, who was twenty-two, clattered down the stairs and called out, “I’m going shopping. I’ll be back by dinner time. Need anything?”
Cass’s shoulders slumped. Shopping—again? Sadie did that a lot these days, and it terrified Cass—they didn’t have money to spare. She knew she should tell her sisters that, but so far she hadn’t been able to make herself confess. She was the one in charge of the budget, and she was the one who’d been sleeping with the man who’d stolen more than thirty grand from their coffers, from what Cass could piece together. She needed to tell her sisters. And the General, for that matter. But what if the General took the ranch away from them? He’d threatened to do that several times before, and she couldn’t let that happen. This was their home. Two Willows was special. They needed it. The General needed it, too, though he didn’t seem to realize that.
“What are you shopping for?” she asked Sadie.
“Shoes. My garden clogs are gone. I’ve looked for them everywhere.”
“Garden clogs don’t up and disappear on their own. Look again.”
“I have. Seriously, Cass—I’ve looked everywhere I can think of. So has Lena. They’re gone.”
Cass shook her head, but given how much food her sister provided from the plot she tended, plus the extra income she made from the farm stand produce and the herbal cures she sold to passersby, she guessed her sister needed a new pair. But Cass’s gut told her Sadie wasn’t being entirely truthful. She had no doubt her sister would come home with new garden clogs, but how many more bags would she carry into the house?
She hadn’t been able to force herself to confront her sister about her overspending yet, as much as she needed to. Why would Sadie shop like that except to fill the hole inside her where her parents’ love should have been? Her mother was gone and the General might as well be dead, too, for all the attention he gave them. Her once calm, confident, sweet little sister had turned herself inside out chasing Mark Pendergrass, a handsome but hard-edged young man Cass would have banned from Two Willows if she could.
Cass kept grasping for the right thing to say to show Sadie she was worth so much more than that, but her words always fell on deaf ears. “Easy for you to say,” Sadie had retorted the last time Cass told her she didn’t need new clothes to look beautiful. “You and Alice are the pretty ones. The rest of us have to fight to get a man.”
“No,” Cass had wanted to tell her. “That’s all wrong.” But Sadie was young; her friends shopped and dressed up to attract men. Who was she to put Sadie down? When the credit card bills came due, Cass paid them from their dwindling funds. And racked her brains for other ways to save money.
“Anything else?” Cass found herself saying, despite her resolutions to keep quiet.
“I might buy some other things,” Sadie admitted.
“What other things?”
“Clothes, all right? A dress. For tonight.”
“Because…?” Cass wasn’t sure why she was asking. There was only one thing Sadie would want to do on a Friday night: go out on the town with Mark.
“I work hard. I deserve some new things once in a while.” Sadie tossed her auburn curls over her shoulder. Cass read something else in her expression, though. Not just defiance. Guilt.
That was even worse.
Of course Sadie deserved nice things. They all did. But Cass knew this wasn’t about fulfilling a feminine desire for something pretty. This was about Sadie trying to keep the attention of a man who picked up and discarded women without thinking twice. Sadie had floated on air the night Mark first asked her to dance at the local watering hole. She’d been desperate ever since to keep him from moving on to his next conquest. She’d taken to wearing sky-high heels, tight clothes and so much war paint Cass had to strangle the urge to march her into a bathroom and scrub it off every time she saw her. Sadie deserved so much better than Mark.
But the heart wanted what the heart wanted.
Cass knew that better than anyone else.
Sadie waited, almost as if she hoped Cass would save her from herself. Amelia would have known exactly what to say to convince Sadie to turn her back on Mark, but Cass couldn’t think of anything she hadn’t tried before. “I hope you find something lovely,” was all she could come up with. Maybe Sadie would catch the attention of some other man when she wore her new dress. A better man.
A man who would stay.
Sadie nodded, her expression tight, and slipped out of the house before Cass could say more. The screen door banged shut behind her. Seconds later a motor started and Sadie drove away in her battered old Ford.
Cass waited for the sound to fade away. Fix the sink, she reminded herself. That was one job she knew she could do. She had a manual. She had tools. When she was done, the faucet would work again.
Unlike anything else.
She had just started on the task when Jo, the baby of the family at twenty-one, came down the stairs, followed by Tabitha, her white cat. While Sadie had been all dolled up for her trip into Billings, Jo was still in her pajamas. Cass knew she’d been up early to do her chores in the barns, but then she’d come home and gone back to bed. Amelia would never have tolerated that kind of behavior.
“Hey, are there any eggs left?” Jo asked breezily as Tabitha headed for her food dish in the corner. “I want some French toast.”
“I just finished cleaning up. What time did you get in last night?”
“Don’t try to parent me. I’m too old for that.” Jo headed for the refrigerator. She brought out the eggs and butter, then found a loaf of bread. Cass bit back the urge to scream. She’d just gotten the place clean again.
“You’d better wash up after yourself.”
“Yes, sir.” Jo snapped an ironic salute and went back to perusing the contents of the fridge. Cass sighed. Jo used to be someone she could count on. Always a bit of a smart-ass, she used to ally herself with Cass against the others when they were being truly out of control. Now she was every bit as headstrong as they were. It made Cass wish for the days when a batch of kittens could keep Jo occupied for weeks.
Cass consulted the plumbing manual. It wasn’t like she didn’t know how to change a washer; she’d done it plenty of times. Still, she wanted to make sure she didn’t miss a step.
“You’ll have to do without the sink,” she told Jo, bending down absentmindedly to pet Tabitha, who was now weaving between her feet.
“Guess I won’t be able to wash up after all.”
Cass bit back an angry retort. “Where were you last night?” God, she sounded like someone’s mother. But with her sisters all acting like children, someone had to take charge.
“With Sean. He was showing me his web cam.”
“Web cam.” Cass consulted the manual again. She never could force herself to like Sean. There was something weaseley about him she couldn’t define. She shooed Tabitha gently away and got to work. “What’s he need one of those for?”
“To talk to people. He showed me how to work it. Maybe I’ll get one, too.”
“You can use the camera in your laptop if you want to video chat,” Cass pointed out. They didn’t all need to go shopping.
“A web cam has better quality. Anyway, I’m going back to his house in a few minutes. Be back for dinner.”
“Don’t you have more chores?”
“Already did them.”
Jo turned back to her French toast, working quickly and humming to herself. That had to mean she was happy, right? Cass slid a look her way, took in her sister’s pajamas, the locks of hair escaping from the messy updo she’d secured with a scrunchie. If anything, Jo looked drawn. Probably had stayed up too late. Probably would again tonight.
“You did your chores in your pajamas?”
“People wear pajamas everywhere these days.”
Cass gave up.
Ten minutes later, Cass was deep into her job and she didn’t realize Jo had gone until she heard the front door slam. She turned around to see that her sister had left the stove top on, the eggs on the counter and a half-cooked piece of toast still in the pan she’d at least had the presence of mind to move to one of the cool burners.
Cass sighed.
It was going to be one of those days.
By the time dinner rolled around, she’d fixed the sink, pulled enough tiles off the wall of the downstairs bathroom to get an idea of the damage behind it, done five loads of laundry—her own plus the sheets and pillowcases in every bedroom of the house—updated the books for the cattle operation, sighing at the way more money kept going out than came in, and vacuumed all three floors of the house. She’d thrown a pot roast and potatoes in the oven and had even pulled out the tallest ladder they owned and rested it against the back of the house.
She hadn’t quite gathered the courage to climb it, though. Instead, she’d remembered she hadn’t dusted the front room in a week. By the time that was thoroughly done, dinner required all her attention.
For once, no one’s boyfriends followed them home to mooch a meal and her sisters congregated in the kitchen before six, waiting for the oven timer to go off. Jo was setting the table. Lena, the second oldest at twenty-five, was washing up at the sink—her hot-tempered boyfriend, Scott Howell, nowhere to be seen, thank goodness. Alice was perched on top of the refrigerator, as usual, a habit Cass had never been able to break her of despite all her efforts. The high kitchen ceiling allowed her plenty of room to sit cross-legged up there. Her sketch pad in her lap, she leaned against the wall, a dreamy expression on her face. All must be right between her and Howie, Cass thought.
Figured.
“Well? What do you think?” Sadie waltzed into the kitchen in the slinkiest black dress Cass had ever seen, except on a movie screen. A scarlet bra peeked out from its low-cut neckline, and it seemed distinctly possible Sadie wasn’t wearing anything underneath it.
“It’s great—for a hooker,” Lena said flatly.
“You’re not going to wear that out,” Cass said. “Sadie, that’s—”
“I don’t look like a hooker.” Sadie was furious. “It’s a gorgeous dress. The woman in the store said they just got it in.”
“Why don’t you skip wearing clothes altogether? It’d be about the same thing,” Jo joked.
Sadie spun on her heel and left without another word. They heard her pound up the stairs and slam her door.
“She’ll get arrested in that thing,” Lena predicted. “Just you wait.”
“No one gets arrested for looking sexy,” Jo contradicted. “Who knows, maybe Mark will keep his eyes on her for once instead of hitting on the barmaid.”
“He doesn’t do that in front of her, does he?” Cass asked, horrified. No wonder Sadie was making such a spectacle of herself.
“Yes, he does,” Jo said. “And worse.”
“Well, I hope Sean’s not like that.”
“Sean’s all about me. He thinks I’m beautiful. That’s why he wants to—”
“Incoming,” Alice said suddenly.
All of them turned toward her, used to her predictive abilities.
“Well? Who is it?” Cass asked impatiently. If it was Mark, she’d give him a piece of her mind no matter what Sadie thought of it.
“I don’t know.” Alice shook her head, her expression distant, as if she was listening to something only she could hear. “A man.” She began to climb down from the refrigerator, a maneuver only Alice could manage so gracefully. A step on the counter, a leap to the floor and she was striding toward the front door. The others followed her, Cass shutting the oven door.
“What’s going on?” Sadie asked sulkily when she rejoined them in jeans and a low-cut blouse.
“Someone’s coming,” Cass told her.
The front door was propped open to let in the breeze and the five of them gathered together behind the screen door to look outside. They waited patiently even though there was no sign of a car on the drive.
“Now,” Alice said, a couple of minutes later. Sure enough, Cass spotted a trail of dust that meant a vehicle was making its way down the lane to their house.
“It’s a truck, but I don’t recognize it.” Sadie craned her neck to see.
“Must be someone we don’t know.”
Cass felt a twinge of unease. “Why are they coming here?” she asked Alice. Sometimes her sister got flashes about those things, too.
“I’m not sure… something…” Alice shook her head, then turned to Cass in surprise. “He’s here for you.”
“For me?” They watched as the metallic blue GMC pulled up in front of the house and after a moment, a man got out. He retrieved a bag from the back of the truck, and shut the tailgate. As he stood looking at the house, Cass had the chance to take him in. He was tall, muscular, with dark hair, blue eyes and a strong jaw. Something stirred within Cass she’d thought had died when she discovered Bob’s theft—a curl of carnal interest she immediately squashed. She didn’t need another man in her life, but this one was so good-looking she’d have to be a saint not to notice him. He was easy in his body, with a confidence that made her curious to get to know him better. He wore faded jeans, cowboy boots that had seen better days, a crisp, white shirt and a hat that was too new for Cass’s taste. This was a man both at home on a ranch and a stranger to it. Cass couldn’t get a clear read on him. But there was something else about him she recognized immediately, even as she struggled to get her reaction to him under control.
“Military,” Lena said under her breath.
“Did something happen to the General?” Jo asked Alice.
“No.”
Cass let out a breath, not knowing why she’d held it. She cared as little for the General as he did for them. Still, if Alice said he was alive, then he was alive, and that was good. She wasn’t ready to lose another parent.
“He’s coming,” Sadie hissed.
As one, all of them except Alice sprang back from the door and hurried into the front room, where Lena took up a position on the rug in front of the coffee table, and got back to tinkering with a lawnmower motor she’d been repairing for the last several days. Sadie and Jo grabbed magazines and plopped themselves on the couch on the far side of the room. Tabitha appeared from the kitchen and hopped up onto Jo’s lap. Cass sat down at her desk and reached for a pen.
Their ruse was silly—their dinner was all ready to be served in the kitchen. Cass didn’t know why it felt so important to act like this, but it did. She didn’t want this man—this stranger—to think she’d been waiting for him.
When footsteps climbed the front steps, Alice opened the screen door. “Welcome to Two Willows. You must be looking for Cass.”



CHAPTER 2
T  hat was Alice. Brian recognized her from the photos from the task force office. Behind her he spotted Jo and Sadie sitting on a sofa, and Lena dismantling some kind of engine on a paper-draped coffee table. It wasn’t until he shifted his gaze to the woman seated at the desk that he spotted his quarry.
Cass Reed. Twenty-six, homemaker extraordinaire, ex-girlfriend to a departed Two Willows overseer—
Sweet as shoefly pie on a summer’s day.
As Cass got to her feet and started toward him, Brian’s pulse kicked up a notch. She was every bit as beautiful as he’d known she would be. Even more attractive in real life than she’d been in the photograph he’d stared at this past month. Her silky blond hair hung in waves down her back. Her wide, blue eyes watched him suspiciously from under long lashes. Her mouth—God, her mouth—made him hungry to taste her.
And that body—that curvy, wonderful body… She was wearing jean shorts and a simple top. Her long legs were bare, sun-kissed and distracting. She wore nothing on her feet and Brian flashed back to his early childhood, before his father’s gambling had taken over everything—long, carefree summer days on the family’s ranch he hadn’t thought about in years.
This was the kind of woman he’d missed during his time with the SEALs. Sure, there were pretty girls in bars all over the world ready to take him for a ride, but they lacked what Cass had—that open, fresh, healthy country glow that told a man this was a woman you could make a life with.
Not for the first time Brian wondered why the General would send a man like him—a headstrong fuck-up—to marry his daughter. Cass could have anyone she wanted.
His mission was to make sure she wanted him. Brian decided on the spot he’d give it his all.
“You’re right.” He removed his hat, shifted it to the hand that held his bag and pushed inside without waiting for an invitation. “I’m here for Cass.”
“That’s me.” Cass held out a hand and looked him over curiously as he shook it firmly.
“I’m Brian Lake.” He found himself loath to let her go. But he did. Last thing he wanted was to scare her off before he’d even started. “The General sent me. I’m here to fix the house.”
“The house?” Lena said. “Aren’t you here to take over the overseer position?”
“No. Just here to fix the house,” Brian told her. The General had prepared him for this line of questioning. If I start by sending another overseer they’ll never go for it, he’d told Brian back at USSOCOM. They’ll foment a rebellion the likes of which hasn’t been seen since the Civil War. We’ve got to be sneakier than that. I’ve got friends who drive by from time to time. They say the place is going to the dogs.”
Cass’s expression hardened. “I see. I’m sorry he sent you all this way for nothing. As you can see, the house is fine.”
The General had told him to expect this. “Beg pardon, ma’am, but I’m not asking. I’m telling. The General sent me here to fix the place up, and I’m not leaving until this house is shipshape.”
There was a pause as the women took this in.
“You’re in the Army?” Lena asked, not bothering to get up.
“No, the Navy. I’m a SEAL.”
If he’d hoped that would garner him some respect he was wrong.
“How’d you get mixed up with the General?” Sadie asked suspiciously.
“USSOCOM business.” He hoped that stifled any further interest.
“USSOCOM’s business is fixing my house?” Cass asked.
“It is for now.” Brian dropped his bag on the floor. “I’ll be staying awhile.” The General had told him to go in guns blazing. Don’t give them an inch. They’ll tear you apart, he’d warned Brian.
“Like hell,” Lena said.
“You’re not staying here,” Cass added.
“Yes, I am.” Brian didn’t budge, and he made use of every inch of his height to tower over Cass. She glared back at him. “He said if you don’t like it, you all can move out.”
Just as the General had predicted, that sent a shock wave through them. They’re attached to the ranch, the General had said. Wait and see. They stick close to home, just like their mother used to.
Cass studied him a moment longer, but she must have seen he couldn’t be budged. “Fine. You can stay in the guest room—after I call my father to make sure you are who you say you are.”
“I’ll ring him myself.” The General had predicted this, too. He pulled out his phone, tapped on it a few times and handed it to Cass. She took it with a frown.
“It’s me,” she said into the phone after a moment. “There’s a man here.” She hesitated. “Yes. Yes. That’s right. I’ve got it all under control, you know—” Another pause. “Fine. But the minute the repairs are done, he’s out. Got it?”
She handed the phone back without cutting the connection. Brian lifted it to his ear. “Lake here, General.”
“Don’t let those girls of mine scare you off. Eyes on the prize. That’s some mighty fine ranch land, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is.” A mighty fine woman, too, he thought, looking Cass over again. A mighty pissed off one, by the looks of things. “You sure this is where you want me?”
“Don’t get all mealy-mouthed, Lake. You don’t like Cass, you tell me straight out.”
“It’s not that,” Brian rushed to tell him.
The General chuckled, letting him know he’d betrayed far too much. “Yeah, I thought you might see something you liked there. Make sure she finds you interesting, too. No marriage, no share in the ranch. Got it?”
“Yeah, I got it.” Brian hung up on him, disconcerted by the way the General had seen through him. “We good here?” he asked Cass.
She blinked. “That’s not the way I would phrase it, but I’m satisfied you’re the minion my father meant to send to annoy me. I don’t know why I bothered to check. He does this all the time.” She turned on her heel and led the way to the staircase.
“He’s done this before?” The General had never mentioned that. Brian grabbed the handles of his bag and followed Cass. “Sent you a man?”
She stopped short on the second step and when she turned to face him they were eye to eye. “He’s never sent me a man,” she said waspishly. “He’s sent plenty of workers, though. We always run them off. Eventually.”
“He’s just trying to help, you know.”
She made an exasperated sound and continued up the steps. “He’s trying to control us, you mean.”
“I’m here to fix the house,” he said to her retreating back.
She didn’t answer until they’d reached a pleasant bedroom on the second floor and she’d ushered him inside. “Then we won’t have to put up with each other for very long.”
Before he could say another word, she was gone.
 
When Cass came downstairs again, her sisters had reconvened in the kitchen. “Where are you going?” Alice asked from her perch atop the refrigerator as Cass passed through the room toward the back door.
“What about dinner?” Sadie asked.
“Go ahead without me. I need some fresh air.”
“Hey—do you know where the repair manual I left on the coffee table got to? It’s gone,” Lena called after her.
“Haven’t seen it.” Cass walked right out the back door, clattered down the three steps that led from the back porch and strode off toward the small shed she’d claimed years ago for her own. It wasn’t nearly as big as the carriage house Alice used for her sewing room, or as light as the glass greenhouse where Sadie retreated to when she needed to be alone. It wasn’t as pungent as the barns and stables where Lena and Jo spent most of their time, thank God. It was a square, windowless, tidy shed lined with shelves from floor to ceiling, with a large central wooden table—the perfect surface for all kinds of projects.
And if once in a while those projects involved a small amount of pyrotechnics, how was anyone to know?
Cass unlocked the building, switched on the bright overhead light and gathered what she needed. She didn’t have time for anything fancy. Matches, bottle rockets. That was enough. She flicked off the light again, shut and locked the door, and made a beeline to her truck. Following the familiar rutted track toward one of the ranch’s farthest pastures, she parked, got out, set the bottle rockets on a flat stone and lit their fuses.
Cass calmly strode back to the truck, leaned against the driver’s side door and crossed her arms, waiting for them to go off.
Five.
Four.
Three.
Two.
One.
They popped off one after another in crisp, satisfying explosions, allowing her pent-up exasperation to release and drain away. There. That was better.
Time to go home and face the interloper with a clear head.
She’d have him out of here in no time.



CHAPTER 3
“She’ll be back in about…” Lena pulled out her phone and checked it. “Six minutes.”
“Where the hell did she run off to?” Brian asked. He stood in the corner of the kitchen, feeling outnumbered, four sets of female eyes sizing him up. The General was right. This had all the undercurrents of an insurgency about to turn hot.
“Just a walk before dinner.” Sadie shrugged and as if to belie her words, a truck pulled into the packed-dirt parking area in front of the carriage house and Cass got out.
“A walk?” Brian echoed.
“Walk, drive… what’s the difference?” Alice said from up on top of the refrigerator. She climbed down from her perch and went to wash her hands. The other women moved around the room with the ease of familiarity, getting the meal to the table, pouring drinks and settling themselves into their seats. Cass walked in, hung her purse from a hook near the door and headed for the sink. After washing and drying her hands, she slid into a chair at the head of the table.
Which is when Brian realized there was no place set for him.
All five women watched him curiously and once again Brian caught a glimpse of wicked defiance beneath their placid expressions. He’d been in tight situations many times, but none quite so awkward—or as deviously undermining to his authority. He was too well bred to dump one of the women out of their chairs, or to demand to be served—or even to grab a plate and help himself. But he was too versed in conflict to walk away, either. This was a test. If he failed it, he might as well leave right now.
And Brian had decided he wanted to stay. Every move Cass made fascinated him. He couldn’t say what it was—some combination of sweetness, sexiness and rank insubordination that pierced straight through his defenses. He wanted to get to know her better, and the ranch had already worked its magic on him. He felt more alive right now than he had since he left his SEAL team.
He went to the cupboard, pulled out another plate, eased his way between the chairs Cass and Lena occupied and stabbed a baked potato with the serving fork that lay in the dish. He transferred a healthy serving of the roast to the plate, too. After adding a helping of green beans, he handed it to Jo. She caught the plate just before he dropped it in front of her and he swiped her empty one out from under it. He went back to serving before anyone could say a word.
As he expected, none of the others protested his actions out loud. That wasn’t their way. He served each of them in turn, and himself last, grabbed some silverware from a drawer near the sink and took his heavily laden plate to one of the spare chairs.
“This is good,” he said a minute later, after he’d dug in.
“Cass made it,” Jo told him proudly.
“Cass, you are a hell of a cook.”
They subsided into silence again and the others finally began to eat.
When a few minutes had passed, Brian decided to stir things up a little. After a month at USSOCOM, he needed some action, and he wouldn’t get anywhere until he got them talking.
“Here’s what I don’t understand. I’m sitting at a table with five beautiful women. How come none of you has a husband?”
Sadie’s mouth dropped open. Two spots of color appeared high on Cass’s cheeks. “That’s none of your business.”
“Maybe we’ve learned men aren’t worth the trouble.” Lena leaned forward, fork high in her hand as if she meant to stab someone. “Besides, I have a boyfriend. Who knows where it’s going?”
“It better not be heading toward matrimony,” Cass snapped at her.
“It can go wherever I want it to,” Lena retorted.
“I’ll marry when the right man asks me,” Sadie said.
Alice blinked and frowned. “Husband?” She sounded as if she didn’t understand the word.
“Some people think marriage is obsolete,” Jo said loftily, shoveling her fork into her green beans.
Cass turned on her. “Who says that? Sean?”
“Maybe.”
Brian watched them bicker. This was too much fun. It was like launching a hand grenade into a wasps’ nest.
“You’re way older than any of us.” Alice turned to him suddenly. “Why aren’t you married?”
“Who’s to say I’m not?” he countered, although her accusation stung. He wasn’t way older. Maybe five or six years older than Cass.
“Are you?” Cass asked.
Was that a flash of disappointment in her eyes? Of course it wasn’t, he chided himself. He was a stranger to her. He’d have to remedy that as fast as he could. “Not yet. But I will be soon.” Cass nodded and concentrated on her food.
“Who’s the lucky lady?” Lena asked sardonically.
“She’s sitting at this table.” He wanted to take back the words as soon as he’d said them. What the hell had made him set off a bomb like that? How many times did leaping before he looked have to get him in trouble before he finally learned?
“What?” Sadie said.
“Who?” Jo demanded, looking from one to another of her sisters.
“You’re an idiot.” Lena cut a bite-size chunk off her slice of roast beef. Cass just stared at him, fork and knife suspended above her plate.
“It’s Cass, isn’t it?” Alice said suddenly. “I saw—” She bit off her words and busied herself with her food as the rest of them turned to stare at her.
“What did you see?” Cass demanded.
“Nothing. I saw him coming here—looking for you. That’s all.” Alice popped a hunk of beef into her mouth and chewed.
“That had better be all,” Cass told her with a shake of her head. “Don’t be so gullible. Mr. Lake’s just having you on.”
“No. I’m not,” Brian told her firmly, deciding to throw caution to the wind one last time. “Alice is right. I didn’t just come to fix the house. I came to marry you.”
 
In all her years of interacting with ranch hands, Cass had dealt with angry men, lazy men, suspicious men and stupid men, but she’d never dealt with a proposal from a stranger. Not even Bob had tried that.
“Mr. Lake—”
“Brian.”
“Mr. Lake—”
“At least call me Lieutenant. Or you could just say sir.”
“Mr. Lake, I don’t know how it is where you come from, but around here a man gets to know a woman before he asks her to marry him.”
“Who said I was asking?”
Cass blinked and tried again. “I never said I had any interest—”
“Again, I’m not asking you to marry me, Cass. Not now. I’m just letting you know my intentions. Where I come from, that’s the honorable thing to do.” Brian took a bite of his beef and closed his eyes. “Heavenly. I’m going to be one spoiled man when we tie the knot.”
Cass stood up, dropped her utensils on her plate, caught her napkin before it slipped to the floor and slammed it on the table.
“Cass,” Lena warned.
“I’m fine,” Cass snapped, but she ached to head out on the range with a bushel basket of fireworks. Some M-80s ought to do it. They were hard to find, not like in the old days when any stupid teenager could blow things up if he wanted to. Cass felt sure that was all for the best. Most people weren’t careful like she was. Still, at times like these she wished the drugstore stocked them. Next to the pads and tampons would be appropriate.
Instead, she went to the sink and poured herself a glass of water, even though she already had one.
When she sat back down, she refused to meet Brian’s gaze. She wasn’t going to let him get to her, no matter what he said.
“So you’re a sailor, huh?” Lena said, sizing him up. “What’s wrong; Army wouldn’t take you?”
“Army didn’t have the specialty I wanted.”
“And what was that?”
“Explosives. I like to blow shit up.”
Cass choked on the water she’d just drunk. Sadie thumped her on the back.
“What a coincidence,” Lena said. “Cass likes—”
“Dessert. Chocolate.” Cass stood up again and carried her plate to the sink. “Sadie, help clear the table.”
“I’ve barely started eating.”
“Take a load off, Cass. I’ll do the dishes tonight. When I’m done.”
Everyone fell silent at Brian’s pronouncement and Cass stared at him. What the hell was the General up to now? Sending them an explosives expert who did dishes, too?
A ripple of unease ran through her. She didn’t like the idea of the SEAL staying in the house. If he knew about explosions, would he figure out what she was doing when she went off on her own? Would she have to stop turning to fireworks when she got angry? She hated the thought of censoring herself. Without that outlet for her feelings, she’d actually have to…feel them.
To hell with that.
When she didn’t answer, he just smiled. It shouldn’t have affected her, but it did, sending a tide of heat through her body that left her uncomfortable and flushed.
“You can help dry,” he offered. “It’ll be like playing house.”
Cass barely bit back a curse, and she had to work hard through the rest of the meal and the cleanup afterward not to lose her cool. Her sisters seemed to think it was all a big joke and she was glad when they scattered and left her and Brian to finish up.
She thought she’d never seen a sight as sexy as the muscular man elbows deep in sudsy water. Their dishes looked fragile in his large hands but he worked carefully and didn’t chip any of them.
She was drying the last pan when Brian said, “See, we’re perfectly compatible. We’ll be married in no time.”
Cass hung up the pan and threw her towel on the counter. “All right. That’s it,” she said.
“That’s what?” He pulled the plug from the sink and let the water drain out.
“Let’s go. Now.” She headed for the door.
“Where are we going?”
“You’ll see.” She led the way outside, across the yard and through Sadie’s garden toward a tall clipped wall of an evergreen hedge, not looking back to see if he followed. She knew he was behind her. Could sense his steady gaze on the back of her head.
It was a measure of their family’s moral code that very few of Chance Creek’s citizens had ever gotten lost in the Two Willows hedge maze, because it was entirely capable of baffling unsuspecting wanderers. Even as little children, before their mother had died, their father’s prolonged absences had given Cass and her sisters such a deep understanding of what it meant to be left behind that they had tacitly decided no one would ever feel that kind of pain on their watch. They had escorted each new visitor through the maze in an orderly and thorough fashion—Cass remembered holding her friends’ hands—until the guest had memorized the way and could be trusted to explore the maze on his or her own.
Amelia had planted the maze as a child and tended it as long as she lived. Sadie had taken over when she passed, the way she took over all the gardens on the ranch. The maze remained as it had ever been, the shrubbery as tall as the roof of the house, but precisely clipped into passages that never changed. You would think that between their pedantic method of revealing its secrets and the number of times she’d traced the paths it held, the maze would hold no more magic for her.
You’d be wrong.
Because something was special in that part of the ranch. Even newcomers remarked on an uncanny sense that things were different here.
Brian stopped at the entrance to the maze. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’ve never seen one of these on private property before.”
“In!” Cass pointed toward the opening.
“What’s going on?” Sadie, clippers in hand, popped out from the passage that branched off to the left.
“Jesus, Sadie, don’t do that!” Cass put a hand to her heart. “I’m taking Mr. Lake to the standing stone. Time to sort this out.”
“Ooh. I want to come.” Sadie lay the clippers down and stripped off her gardening gloves.
“We didn’t ask for company.” But her sister ignored her protests and Cass decided to be grateful Lena, Alice and Jo weren’t here, too.
“You think you can lose me in there?” Brian demanded.
“I won’t give you the chance. We’ve got an appointment to keep.”
Brian raised an eyebrow, but allowed her to escort him through the tall evergreen shrubbery to the center of the maze, where a large, rectangular obelisk stood. The standing stone had inspired Amelia to plant the maze around it all those years ago. No one knew who’d decided to wedge the large piece of granite vertically into the ground, or how they’d carried it here from Silver Falls, twenty miles away, where it must have been quarried. All that had happened so long ago the story hadn’t been passed down. What had been transmitted from generation to generation was the stone’s uncanny ability to answer questions.
The stone didn’t speak, of course. And its answers didn’t always come clear at first, but they did come, and often in a smack-you-in-the-face kind of way. The Reeds had learned not to enter the exercise lightly and they warned their friends to exercise caution, as well.
But strangers were fair game.
“After all, any grown-up knows not to ask a question you don’t really want an answer to,” Alice had once said.
“Nice rock,” Brian said, clearly unimpressed.
“Go ahead. Ask.” Cass folded her arms over her chest again.
“Ask what?” Brian cocked his head.
“Ask the standing stone if you and I are going to get married.”
“You think it’s going to answer me?” He grinned and Cass shook her head in exasperation. Really, the SEAL was far too handsome to go around smiling like that. When he did she went all funny inside.
She didn’t like that one bit.
“It’ll definitely answer,” Sadie said helpfully.
“Be specific,” Cass directed. “You have to word things carefully. The stone will only be as clear as you are. Ask your question, then wait for an answer.”
“You’re putting me on.”
Cass had a feeling Brian could be stubborn when he wanted to. Sadie jumped to her rescue. “If you ask and don’t get an answer, Cass’ll let you kiss her.”
Cass turned on her, but before she could lay into Sadie, Brian laughed out loud. “You’re on.” He faced the stone, and as angry as Cass was, she decided she wanted to see what happened next, although she took a step away from Brian just in case he tried to steal that kiss before the stone could give its response. SEALs were trained to be sneaky, after all.
“I’ll get you for that later,” she murmured to Sadie.
Sadie shrugged.
“Oh great and wonderful Standing Stone, in your wisdom, nobility and…” Brian thought a moment. “And rectangular-ness, please reveal to me the truth. Will I marry the fair Cass?” He ended with a little flourish, like a bow mixed with a gyrating dance step.
Sadie gaped at him. “You are so going to pay for that, you know.”
“Sweetie, I’ve fought in battles where bad guys were shooting back at me. This guy’s solid…” He rapped on the stone. “But he’s immobile. I’m not worried.”
Cass could only shake her head. “Well, that’s that. Now it’s just a matter of time.”
“Time until what? Until we kiss?”
He was truly insufferable, Cass thought. Hot, but insufferable. Thank goodness his time at Two Willows was temporary. They’d put up with him until he fixed the house, then wave good-bye as he went back to wherever he came from. All this marriage talk was insufferable.
“Come on,” she said, and led the way back out. When they exited the maze and started toward the house, the light breeze that had been playing around all day kicked up into a fiercer gust, and Cass had just lifted a hand to push her hair out of her eyes when a stiff square of paper slapped against Brian’s cheek. He yelped in surprise, then chuckled as he peeled it off his face. “What the heck is this?”
“It’s an invitation.” Sadie was by his side in an instant, tiny next to his hulking frame. She took it from his hand and straightened the well-worn paper. “A wedding invitation. From Boone and Riley Rudman’s wedding last spring. I was looking for this. I wanted to add it to my keepsake album and couldn’t find it.”
“How on earth did it get out here?” Cass asked.
But Sadie had stopped in her tracks, her mouth open. “You… you two are going to get married,” she said.
Despite the warmth of the day, delicate chills traced a path down Cass’s spine. She knew without looking that Brian had drawn nearer. He took the invitation from Sadie’s hands.
“This is my answer?”
“That’s how it usually works. The clearer the answer, the surer you can be it’ll come true.”
“Not this time,” Cass said. She snatched the invitation back. “This is about Boone and Riley’s wedding. Not mine.” But even as she spoke, her heart sank. If someone else had received this kind of answer, she would have counseled them the exact same way Sadie had. She met her sister’s gaze and silently pleaded with her to agree, but Sadie simply shook her head.
Cass knew Sadie was right. This had happened to her so many times in the past. To other people, too. Children and grown-ups alike standing just the way she was now. Protesting the answer they’d come seeking but didn’t expect to get.
Brian took the invitation back from her and held it up. “Seems to me your stone could hardly be any clearer. You and me. Rings. Cake. Presents.” He obviously still wasn’t taking any of this seriously, but Cass had to. Of course it was silly to believe a stone could answer your questions. But it always did.
And it was always right.
“Sadie—meeting in the pagoda. Now. Tell the others.”
Sadie dropped the clippers she’d just picked up and broke into a run before Cass even finished. “You’re not invited,” Cass told Brian bluntly.
Brian held up his hands in a placating manner. “None of this is my fault. You’re the one who told me to ask the stone.”
Cass wasn’t listening. “Go back to the house and stay there,” she said. “Go to bed, or do whatever soldiers do when they’re not necessary. I don’t want to see you again tonight.”
“Sailors. I’m a Navy SEAL, remember?”
“Whoop de do.” She should have known he wouldn’t listen. As she retraced her steps, he kept pace with her. Cass was far too flustered to think of a way to shake him off. When she spotted Bob Finchley’s truck in the driveway, and the man himself striding toward them from the direction of the barns, her heart sank. The last thing she needed was another run-in with him. Didn’t he ever call it quits? Why was he on her property at all?
“Evening,” he called out when he got near. Dressed in jeans, boots and a t-shirt that had seen better days, a battered brown Stetson on his head, he looked like the quintessential cowboy, something Cass used to find masculine and attractive. Now she saw that on Bob it was just… wrong. It had something to do with his lanky brown hair, the rolling way he walked… and the fact he’d rarely done a lick of real work the entire time he’d been on the ranch.
All her anger rushed up at once. Bad enough he’d stolen from them and played her like a fine violin. Now he was back to gloat?
“What do you want, Bob? Get out of here before I have you arrested,” Cass demanded. She wished she could follow through on that threat, but there was no way to do that without letting the General know how badly she’d failed. Bob knew she hadn’t told anyone about the stolen money. She was too afraid the General would take the ranch away from her to do that. When she’d first confronted the overseer about it, he’d left the ranch—and stayed away for several weeks—but once Bob figured out there wouldn’t be any legal repercussions, he’d started to come back around. Cass didn’t know what to do.
“Just came by to say hello to my girl.”
“Give me a break.”
“How about I give you a kiss instead? Everyone in town is talking about our engagement.”
He actually leaned in to try. Cass lifted her hands to shove him away, but before either of them reached the other, Brian stepped between them. “Evening,” he said. “Name’s Brian Lake. How about you show yourself off the ranch?”
Bob surveyed him. “How about you shove your foot up your ass? Cass, come on. Let’s ditch this asshole and go watch the sunset.”
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Cass saw red. She ached for an M-80. A whole string of them. Maybe—
Bob sidestepped around Brian and confronted her. “Honey, you’ve got to settle down. I know you’re mad. I know you think I did something wrong, but I didn’t. I was only planning for our future; yours and mine. We’re too good together to throw that away over a little mistake—hey!”
Brian had stepped forward, grabbed Bob’s hat and tossed it a dozen feet away.
“What the fuck, man?” Bob went after him, but with a swift series of moves, Brian put him on the ground in a way that left Cass breathless, then stifling a cheer. She recognized that kind of strength and skill from when she used to visit her father on the military bases where he served. Brian knew what he was doing.
Bob had no idea what he was up against.
She refused to admit to herself what a turn on it was to see Brian in action—defending her honor. No one had ever done that before. Bob deserved whatever he got for coming back here to push his luck with her again.
“The lady’s not interested. Go back to whatever rock you crawled out from under.” Brian pulled Bob up by the front of his shirt and gave him a shove. “Go on.”
“You can’t treat me like that.” Bob backed away. “Whoever the fuck you are.”
“Get going.”
“This isn’t over. And Cass, don’t put me off too much longer. You mark my word; you’ll want a man like me around the place before too long.” He was gone before Cass could answer him, scooping up his hat and climbing back into his truck.
Brian stood next to her, watching as Bob drove off. “Was that joker really your overseer? Your father mentioned the name,” he added when she turned a questioning look on him.
“Bob Finchley. In the flesh,” Cass said tiredly. “I kicked him out. Didn’t like him.” She wouldn’t tell Brian anything about the embezzled cash. Or about the fact she’d dated him. Considered marrying him, even. Brian would turn right around and tell the General, and then where would she be?
“I can see why.”



CHAPTER 4
“Well, how goes it?” Connor asked, his face filling Brian’s laptop screen. The other men’s faces were visible along the bottom of the screen. Jack had called for this video chat. All the men Brian had left behind in Tampa were curious about the state of the mission.
“So far so good. I’m in the house. The General’s daughters are tolerating my presence. For the moment, anyway.” He didn’t want to think about what they were saying out there in the pagoda at the center of Sadie’s herb garden. All five of the women had hustled away as soon as he and Cass reached the back door.
“Stay away from us,” Cass had said again before they hurried off. He figured he’d give them their privacy. This time.
“That’s progress.” Logan laced his fingers behind his head. “What about Cass? She someone you want to marry?”
Leave it to Logan to focus on the female angle. “It’s a funny thing,” Brian said. “On the surface, anyway, I’m not sure I could have picked better. I definitely could have picked worse. The ranch is spectacular, by the way.”
Something like yearning rippled through the men’s expressions, and once again Brian wondered if the General had known exactly what he was doing when he picked them for the bogus task force. They were all country boys—all men who wanted a ranch someday.
But had he picked them from a larger pool of expendable fuck-ups? Or had he honed in on them and waited for them to make mistakes? Brian filed the problem away for consideration.
“What about the boyfriends?” Jack asked.
“The General was right; Cass kicked Bob Finchley out,” he told them, “but he’s still sniffing around. I’ll keep an eye out for the others.”
“Good luck with that.” Connor nodded at him.
“Tell us more about the ranch.” Logan leaned forward.
“It’s everything you might have hoped for—and more.” Brian described what he’d seen so far.
“Worth marrying a stranger for?” Jack asked.
“Maybe. The right stranger. Look, these women—they’re all a handful in their own way, but they’re also smart, attractive… interesting. I don’t know if it’s enough, but…”
Their faces all told the same story. Curiosity. Skepticism.
Hope.
“The military’s made it clear it doesn’t want me anymore,” Jack summed up for the rest of them. “I’m not good for much else. Maybe I can make a go of ranching.”
The others nodded. So they were coming around to the whole idea, Brian mused.
“Has the General told you anything more about when he’ll send you here?” he asked.
“Not a word,” Logan answered. “He keeps throwing more manuals our way. He says it all depends on you. If you screw things up, the whole mission gets scrapped.”
Normally when circumstances got tight, adrenaline kicked in and sharpened his brain. This time Brian found his mind racing in circles. Cass was attracted to him, he was sure of it. He was certainly attracted to her. Not in a casual fling kind of way, either. He wanted to get to know this woman. He wasn’t used to having any kind of deadline on his pursuit of a relationship, though, and if he was honest, he hadn’t pursued a relationship with any of the women he’d dated in the past few years. He’d convinced himself marriage wasn’t for him.
So why was it so compelling to picture marrying Cass?
It shouldn’t be. Or rather, even if it was, he shouldn’t give in to it. It wasn’t fair to her. She deserved a man who wouldn’t fuck things up. Who wouldn’t send her off for groceries alone at ten at night, or gamble away her money and property.
But he’d never do that to her. He knew it with every fiber of his body. If he was married to a woman like Cass he’d dedicate his life to keeping her safe—to making her world—and her ranch—a paradise.
“No pressure.” Connor grinned.
“Yeah, no pressure,” Brian echoed uneasily, surprised by the strength of his convictions. After all, he was sure neither his father nor brother set out intending to destroy their wives. “All right; I’ll keep you in the loop.”
 
“I don’t understand why we have to wait for Wye,” Lena said.
“Because I need an impartial observer.” Apart from her mouthful of a name, Wyoming Smith was as open and uncomplicated as any person Cass had ever known, a perfect antidote to her family’s labyrinthine secrets. Cass held one of the white painted posts of the open-air pagoda and watched for her friend. “There she is.” She relaxed a little when Wye’s Volkswagen Beetle trundled around the side of the house down the driveway and parked near the other vehicles by the carriage house. A moment later Wye climbed out and waved. Cass waved back.
“What’s the emergency?” Wye asked when she reached them. She sat down on the built-in slatted bench next to Sadie, across from Cass. Her curly light brown hair was caught in a sensible ponytail. Like Cass, she was dressed in jean shorts, paired with a pretty blue top and white Keds.
“Cass is getting married,” Lena said. “To a Navy SEAL.”
“Am not.”
“That’s what the stone says,” Jo put in.
Wye rolled her eyes and Cass wanted to hug her for it. “You ladies and your stone. It’s an inanimate object. It can’t predict the future.”
“And yet it does,” Alice said. As usual, tendrils of her long hair had escaped her updo, but she looked like she’d just walked out of a boho fashion shoot, and Cass suppressed an almost automatic surge of jealousy. Alice’s otherworldly beauty was an outward manifestation of the link she had with their mother. Amelia had been beautiful, too, and both of them sensed things before they happened. It was uncanny how well Amelia had organized everything before her death. Afterward, they’d found her detailed instructions for how everything in the house worked, the Christmas presents she’d purchased and wrapped in the weeks before the stroke took her, the box of letters she’d left with the lawyer for their father. Cass had forwarded those to the General since he’d never come home after the funeral.
So many times she’d wondered what they said, and she hated her father for keeping them to himself. Her sisters didn’t know about those letters. Cass had decided it was cruel enough she knew about them. All in order. All dated. The General was still hearing from his wife, but she hadn’t had a word from her mother in eleven years.
“Back up. Who’s this Navy SEAL? Where did he come from? I thought you were supposed to marry Bob.” Wye’s last sentence was delivered in a light, teasing tone, and pulled Cass from her melancholy thoughts. Wye knew all about her breakup with Bob—and that the overseer hadn’t seemed to want to take the hint and leave her alone.
She didn’t know about the money, though. No one but her knew anything about that. Cass couldn’t bear to reveal the way Bob had played her, or how she’d nearly lost her family’s ranch in her ignorance and desire to be loved. It was a secret she would take to her grave if she could.
“The General sent him to fix the house,” Sadie told her. “He took one look at Cass and decided he wanted her.”
“Sounds romantic.” Wye grinned at Cass.
“Sounds ridiculous,” Cass retorted.
“So you don’t like him. What’s the problem? Oh wait—that’s right. The stone said you have to marry him.”
“It didn’t say I have to,” Cass said, pleating the hem of her shirt with her fingers. “It said I would.”
“You always were good at taking orders.”
Cass glared at Wye. “I brought you here for help. If I want this kind of crap I’ll go hang out with Bob.”
“Ouch. Don’t get mad at me,” Wye told her. “Get mad at the General. He’s the one who sent the SEAL. Which makes no sense, by the way. Why wouldn’t he send a soldier?”
“Don’t try to figure out why the General does what he does. I stopped trying years ago,” Cass said.
“Anyway, we’re always angry at the General,” Lena said practically. “Now we need to figure out what to do with Brian.”
“Why not let him fix the house? You’ve been complaining forever about how it’s falling down around your ears,” Wye pointed out. “If the General sent him, he’ll have given him a budget to work with. That’s less money out of the cattle earnings. Isn’t that a good thing? Seems like cash is a little tight right now.”
Cass could have kicked her. Sometimes Wye was far too perceptive for her own good. Cass was trying to solve the problem of the missing money without her sisters knowing about it, and so far Brian hadn’t mentioned anything about a budget. It was going to be tricky enough to fool him about the lost money if he expected the repairs to come out of the cattle income. She didn’t need her sisters’ attention drawn to it, too. “We can’t allow that precedent to be set,” she said firmly. “If we accept one SEAL, next he’ll send a whole squadron, or team or… whatever.”
“Pod,” Lena said helpfully.
“I think that’s Orcas,” Jo said. “Seals run in herds.”
“That’s cattle,” Lena said.
“Seals, too.”
“Anyway,” Wye went on. “I don’t understand why the General is sending anyone. Why doesn’t he just let you run things your way? You’ve always done fine.”
Cass didn’t answer her. Her secret fear was that somehow the General had figured out what was going on. But there was no way that could have happened—unless Bob had told the man himself, which she highly doubted.
“Because he’s so used to ordering people around he can’t stand not to,” Lena told Wye, growing serious. “Don’t you see what he’s doing? Brian’s just another kind of overseer, and he won’t be as easy to get rid of as Bob was. Sure, he says he’s here to fix the house, but just you wait. He’ll be handing out orders within the week.”
“So kick him out,” Wye said. “You all are awesome at that. How many overseers have you run off in your time?”
No one answered. Outsiders found it funny when they learned about the girls’ attempts to run the ranch themselves when they were younger. But it hadn’t been funny at the time; it had been their way of trying to control their future when their mother’s death blew everything apart. And a way of expressing their rage at their father’s behavior. How could he have not come home—not once—since his wife had died? Especially in those early weeks when they needed him the most? And then to send strangers to run the ranch—to take care of them. It wasn’t to be borne.
“We’re working on it,” Lena said.
“We can’t get rid of Brian. Remember what the standing stone said,” Sadie countered.
“Oh my God! You realize you’re giving it the very power you’re attributing to it!” Wye shook her head at them. “You are some of the most highly intelligent, capable women I know, but you have the biggest blind spots of anyone I’ve ever met. A stone can’t really predict the future.”
Cass sighed. Wye was a good friend, but they’d only gotten to know each other in the past year or so. There was so much she didn’t understand. “There’s rational, and then there’s seeing things with your own eyes. It’s not right some of the time. It’s right all of the time. You get used to it and after a while you realize there’s no sense fighting fate.”
Wye frowned. “So Cass has to marry Brian. What else has it said about your futures?”
Cass accepted her sarcasm. She couldn’t blame Wye for not getting it. “I’ll never leave the ranch,” she said quietly. She’d resigned herself to that back when her mother died, though, and it didn’t bother her anymore. Maybe at one time she’d thought about joining the Army, but she loved Two Willows, and she’d grown to love caring for it the way her mother had before her. She knew in her heart she might travel now and then, but she’d always come back to her home.
“I’ll never leave the ranch,” Alice echoed from her seat at the far side of the pagoda. She sounded relieved. Alice drew her heightened sensibilities from the land, just as their mother had, and Cass knew she didn’t want to leave it.
“I’ll never leave the ranch.” Lena was determined. She’d always felt her destiny was to become Two Willows’s overseer.
“I’ll never leave the ranch.” Sadie’s answer was thoughtful, and Cass wasn’t sure how her sister felt about that. As their chief gardener, she was the most directly attached to the land they lived on, and in the past Cass would have said she’d be happy to stay that way, but recently her infatuation for Mark had distracted her from her work. If he ever got serious about her, Cass felt Sadie could easily be lured away.
“I’ll never leave the ranch.” Jo grinned impishly. Cass didn’t even want to know what was going on in her head—or in Sean’s. Sometimes she thought Sean was as determined as Bob to get his hands on their property.
Wye leaned back on the slatted bench. “And you’re going to accept that? All of you? Whether you want to stay or not?”
“Two Willows is in our blood, Wye. I know you don’t understand—” Cass began. She wasn’t sure if it was the location of the house, or the curve of the land, or the mountains far in the distance, or the big Montana sky arcing over all of it. Two Willows got under your skin. It got a grip and didn’t let go. The stone had simply spelled out what they all had come to know was true.
Wye forestalled her with a raised hand. She took a moment to think before she spoke, though. “You know, the crazy thing is, I do understand,” she said. “I don’t know how. I haven’t known any of you long enough to have this kind of intuition about you, but I get it,” she said. “Honestly, I do. The truth is, you all want to stay as badly as the land wants you to—is that it?”
All of them nodded.
“So what are you going to do about this SEAL problem you’re having?”
“We have to find a way to get rid of him.” Cass was firm on that front.
“But—” Sadie began.
“But nothing. The stone said I’d marry him, but it didn’t say what would happen if he changed his mind and never asked me.”
“You know it doesn’t work that way,” Sadie said.
“It’s going to work that way this time,” Cass told her. “If he never asks, then I can’t marry him.”
“You want to make him dislike you,” Wye said.
“Exactly. And I know just how to do it. He’s here to help, right? That’s why the General sent him?”
Her sisters nodded.
“We won’t let him. At all. And we’ll document the fact he’s not getting any work done, and make sure the General is very clear about all the ways he’s failing his mission. The General will order him back, and that’s that—no more SEAL.”
“You really think that’s going to work?” Wye asked.
“It has to.”
 
Brian woke early the next morning, but Cass and Lena both beat him downstairs. He came into the kitchen to find Cass cooking a large farm-style breakfast and Lena tinkering with a weed-whacker.
“You need a workshop,” he told her.
“Got one. Just busy. Got to fix things when I can,” she answered without looking up.
Brian made a mental note to pass that information on to the General. He had a feeling Lena had few weaknesses to exploit. Cass was tough, too, in her own way, but she wore her feelings on her sleeve, while Lena kept hers close to her vest. Brian had learned a few things about Cass in his short time here—like how much she cared about her sisters—and her house.
And that she was superstitious. They all were.
“How long are you going to stay here?” Cass asked him bluntly when he came to survey his breakfast options.
“Forever.” He found himself a plate and happily forked a couple of sausages onto it. The hash browns looked terrific, too. This was much better than the food at USSOCOM.
“I’m serious.” She elbowed him away from the stove. He ducked around the other side and scooped a generous helping of hash browns onto his plate.
“So am I. Tell me about the house. What needs fixing?” He slipped the spatula from her hand and slid a fried egg onto it. He eased it on top of the rest of his food and handed the spatula back to her.
“Nothing.” Cass snatched it from his hand.
“Everything,” Lena said at the same time, still bent over the weed-whacker. “The first-floor shower is a mess.”
“Don’t forget the busted window upstairs,” Sadie said as she came into the room. She stopped dead when she noticed Brian there. “Whoops.”
Lena looked up. “Right. Whoops.”
Uh oh, Brian thought. What were they up to now?
“Food’s on the stove,” Cass told Sadie. “The shower and window are already taken care of,” she told Brian.
Ah. Of course; Cass didn’t want his help with the house. Brian wondered if she thought she could drive him away by refusing to let him take on any tasks and boring him to death. It could work, he decided, given how eager he’d been to leave USSOCOM.
“There’s nothing wrong with the house at all,” Lena stated firmly.
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Jo said, entering the room, rubbing her hair with a towel, Tabitha following close at her heels. “I just short-circuited the bathroom—again. It happens every time I blow-dry my hair.” She, too, stopped in her tracks when she spotted Brian near the stove. “But I fixed it,” she stammered. “It’s fine now.”
“Of course it’s fine,” Cass said. “Everything is fine. There is not one single thing wrong with this house!”
“Except the roof,” Alice murmured, wandering in reading a book. She glanced up. “Hi, Brian.”
“For God’s sake,” Cass exploded. “What is wrong with all of you?”
“Maybe they’re hoping I’ll actually fix the place.” Brian carried his plate over to the table and sat down. Cass looked like she wanted to throw the rest of the breakfast at him. He watched her master her anger, waiting to see if she’d charge off like she had the night before. She took a step toward the door, then whirled to face the stove again.
Brian had the feeling if Cass ever got really mad, she’d be a force to reckon with. Not that he couldn’t handle it. But he was beginning to wonder if she ever let her feelings out. Keeping them all bottled up couldn’t be easy.
“I’ll get started right after breakfast,” he added, waiting to see if she’d blow. Cass simply pushed the hash browns and sausages viciously around in the pan with her spatula.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Lena asked.
“What’s that?” Brian tucked into his meal.
Lena waggled her fingers at him. “A ring, Casanova. What kind of fiancé doesn’t buy his lady-love a ring?”
“Lena!” Cass’s spatula clattered against the cast-iron griddle.
“Just kidding,” Lena said sweetly, but when Cass turned away she waggled her fingers at Brian again. “Make it big,” she mouthed at him. “Cass likes them really big,” she added out loud.
“Lena Reed!” Cass came at her. Lena laughed, grabbed an orange from the bowl on the table and scampered out the back door. “I don’t like them… big,” Cass said to Brian primly, returning to the stove. “Whatever she meant by that.”
Sadie and Jo snorted, then broke into peals of laughter. Even Alice’s lips twitched.
Brian couldn’t help himself. “Oh, don’t worry,” he told Cass’s sisters. “It’ll be big—when Cass agrees to marry me, she’ll find that out for herself.”
Too late he remembered he wasn’t in a war zone joking with his buddies, and Cass wasn’t the kind of woman you teased like that. He’d hoped she’d crack a smile, too. Instead, she stiffened, and slowly turned. “I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man on earth. I won’t marry, period. Because men are idiots. Reckless, selfish, asinine idiots who make it their life’s work to screw everything up and let you down when you need them the most.” She dropped the spatula on the counter, turned off all the burners and walked straight out the back door.
Brian’s heart sank as he took in the pained expressions of her sisters. Cass had scored a direct hit, as much as he hated to admit it. Maybe all men weren’t idiots, but the men in his family were. They were reckless and selfish, too.
And they let their women down.
He never wanted to follow in their footsteps.
Would that happen if he kept pursuing Cass?
 
While Cass itched to pull out the real pyrotechnics, she didn’t want to call attention to herself. Armed with two M-80s this time, she drove past her usual spot, far into the heart of the ranch where no one would think to look for her.
Her hands shook as she readied the firecrackers and lit their fuses. She forced herself to remain calm as she moved the required distance away. She could hardly wait for the explosions to rip away the uncomfortable feelings clawing at her throat. How dare her sisters make fun of her predicament? How dare Brian come and disturb her peace, just when she’d gotten rid of Bob and had things under control… mostly? How dare he joke about marriage while he sat at her table and ate her breakfast, looking like some kind of poster child for the US Navy? Every time he came near she got fluttery and silly, about to go off half-cocked like a firecracker with a short fuse.
One of the M-80s exploded with a bang that made her nerves jump. The second one followed with a satisfying crack. But Cass didn’t feel her usual relief. Instead, a longing filled her she could hardly name.
Scratch that.
She knew exactly what it was.
Cass likes them really big. Lena was in deep shit for that remark. She didn’t know what had sparked Lena to say it, and she hated the images her words had conjured up.
Brian.
Naked.
Ready for her.
Oh God, she was losing her mind over that stupid man. She needed to get rid of him before her hormones, apparently unleashed at the worst of times, dragged her over the abyss and into some kind of illicit relationship with the SEAL.
He wants to marry you. That’s hardly illicit, her mind reasoned with her.
Cass paced in a circle. It was too illicit. She’d just proved to herself she wasn’t made for marriage—or men. When she thought about what she could have lost if she’d gone on to marry Bob—it simply wasn’t worth it.
But Brian is.
No. No, he wasn’t. Not in the slightest—
God, she wasn’t… attracted to Brian… was she?
Funny how just a few weeks back she had thought Bob was the one. Now she knew how wrong she’d been about him—and Brian’s arrival put her crush on Bob in all too stark a perspective. She’d wanted attention before, and Bob had been handy and willing to give it to her. He’d slaked her need for a little romance in her quiet, retiring life.
But Brian affected her far more deeply, eliciting a desire she’d never had to deal with before. The fact he could joke about marriage made the circumstances all too cruel. She’d wanted a husband once—a family.
To have Brian arrive just when she’d decided that those things weren’t for her wasn’t fair.
But that was life, wasn’t it? She headed back to her truck.
Setting off fireworks hadn’t fixed any of her problems.
She blamed the Navy SEAL for that.



CHAPTER 5
A s Brian inspected the house, he realized the General wasn’t amiss in sending someone to repair it, even if that was a ruse for a far more devious plan. The house was old, and time and weather had taken its toll. He spotted several places where Cass had patched and repaired things that had fallen apart, but it was clear she was struggling to keep up.
It also became clear as he went that while Cass had done a fine job for an amateur armed with basic tools and an impressive set of how-to books, she didn’t have the expertise for some of the jobs. Since he didn’t share Cass’s reluctance to hit her father up for money, and he knew his way around construction work, he figured he could help a lot. He decided to start with the shower Lena had complained about, but when he’d gathered the tools he’d already purchased as part of his cover story, he found Cass there, pulling tiles off the soggy drywall.
“I can take it from here,” Brian said, edging into the small room.
Cass glared up at him. “I told you I don’t want help. I’ve got this covered. It was on my list for today.”
When she leaned forward over the edge of the tub to pull off another tile, Brian got a wonderful flash of cleavage. Last night he’d had plenty of time to think about Cass and their situation. It was one thing to consider marriage in the abstract. Another thing altogether to meet the woman in question for the first time. He liked everything he saw, and he had to admit the idea of getting intimate with her intrigued him.
He’d had a hard time taking any of this too seriously until he arrived at Two Willows. Now he found himself questioning the way he’d always thought about how people met their partners. He’d seen it as a kind of sifting process—that one part of the brain was always considering and discarding possible mates. Now he really thought about it, however, it occurred to him how few women he’d gotten to know over the course of his adult life. If it was possible to find a life partner in a field so small, what did that mean about love—and marriage?
He wasn’t sure.
His case was different, too. Cass wasn’t one of the women who’d come into his life by accident; she’d been put there by the General. That meant his field of possible partners included all the women the General knew, too. Other people had set him up once or twice. Brian had tried to add them to the equation. Just how big was his field of possibilities when you took into consideration that friends and family might be searching for him, too?
Love was a strange calculus, he decided. However it worked, here he was, and here was Cass. And his gut told him she could be the one. Not just because she came with an incredible ranch.
Because she was herself. The woman he was supposed to meet.
The woman for him.
He leaned against the built-in cabinets and watched her work. “Your father sent me here so you wouldn’t have to do this stuff.”
“The General sent you here to spy on me. Don’t even try to pretend otherwise.” She reached for another tile. Each inch she stretched forward heightened the view. Was Cass always this prickly, he wondered, or did she soften in a man’s arms?
He’d like to find out.
“Isn’t it weird to call your father that?”
“The General?” Cass sat back on her heels, her brow furrowed. “We’ve always called him that.”
“Even when you were little?”
“He’s been a general for as long as I can remember.” She got back to work.
It was Brian’s turn to frown. Had the man made his girls call him that? It seemed awfully cold. His dad, as big of a shit as he’d turned out to be, had always been approachable when he was a kid.
He knelt down beside Cass, reached past her and began to peel the tiles quickly off the wall. “I’ll get some backerboard to replace this drywall.”
“I’ve already got it.”
“Fine. Just tell me where it is and I’ll take care of it. Why don’t you go take a rest?”
She shouldered him aside, grabbed the tiles from his hands and dropped them in the box she was using to collect them. “I said I’ll handle this. You go take a rest. You’re the guest.”
“I don’t intend to be for long. I already told you that.” He was much bigger, and his shoulders were much wider than hers. It was easy for him to push her gently away. He got back to work until Cass shoved him—hard. He slammed into the vanity and scrambled to regain his balance.
“I fix the house,” Cass exclaimed, waving a tile at him. “That’s my job and you can’t have it!”
Brian kissed her. He didn’t mean to. He didn’t know why he did it. She was there, she was impassioned and angry, and so damn beautiful he couldn’t help himself.
Cass slapped him. The sound reverberated in the small space. She scrambled back, breathing hard. A strand of hair had come down from her ponytail, and he resisted the urge to tuck it behind her ear. The slap hadn’t fazed him, but it had shaken her up.
After a long moment, Cass lurched to her feet and pushed past him out the door. He heard her footsteps hurry off toward the kitchen. A moment later, the back door slammed shut.
Where did Cass go when her feelings got the better of her? He’d have to find out one of these days, but that kiss had been enough for now. It had obviously rattled her, and if he was telling the truth, it had shaken him, too. His entire body had reacted to the brush of his mouth over hers. It wasn’t just libido. All of his senses had activated. He wanted more of what he’d gotten. A lot more. He hoped he could convince Cass she wanted that, too.
A minute later, without warning, Cass re-entered the room, surprising Brian. He hadn’t heard the back door open again, or any footsteps to warn of her approach.
“You can’t run me off. Not with your… kisses. This is my job and I’m going to do it.” She was flushed and breathing hard as if she’d run back to confront him.
“I wasn’t trying to drive you off. I’d prefer it if you stayed,” he said honestly.
“I am staying, but you need to go. This is my house, my bathroom, my tile job.” Her voice rose with every word.
Uh oh. Was that the glint of tears in her eyes? It was—and Brian didn’t deal well with female tears. He found himself on his feet before he knew what he was doing.
“Fine,” he said. “I’ll check the boiler in the basement. I haven’t done that yet. How does it run?”
“I… I don’t know,” Cass admitted. “It did all right last winter.” She recovered herself. “Not that it’s any of your business.”
“I know, I know—your house, your boiler,” Brian said. “Happy tiling.”
He escaped from the bathroom before she started to cry. He hadn’t pegged Cass as one to indulge in tears, but maybe he was wrong. Maybe that’s what she did every time she slipped away.
Once Brian located the stairs to the basement, he pulled a flashlight from his tool box, just in case, flicked on the light and headed down. The lights worked and the boiler seemed functional. It was old, but had a few more years in it. The rest of the room was unremarkable as far as he could see. A washer and dryer, out of date but still working, hunkered in one corner. The far end of the room was cloaked in shadows. Brian clicked on the flashlight, went to check it out and breathed a sigh of relief several minutes later when he found the foundation, while ancient, was holding strong.
He went upstairs, noting jobs as he spotted them, but it wasn’t until he reached the attic that he found the worst of the problems. Buckets were positioned around the large, open space, and when he peeked into them they all held water.
Now he had a real job ahead of him.
 
He’d kissed her. He’d just reached out and kissed her like he had every right to—which according to the standing stone, he did.
Cass fought the urge to toss away the bathroom tiles and drive far out onto the range to express herself more explosively. She was burning through her supplies of fireworks too fast. She had to find another way to regain control. And she had to finish this job before Brian came back. If there was no work for him to do, he couldn’t stay long enough to… to do whatever it was the stone thought he would do to win her over.
It galled her that there was even the possibility that could occur.
But there was.
When she’d walked away from Bob, she’d thought she’d walked away from any desire to be with a man again. The burn of humiliation she felt every time she thought about the overseer was as scorching today as it was when she’d discovered his theft. For a few short months she’d thought Bob was the answer to all her prayers. He’d doted on her, coming by the house every night, spending time with her and her sisters. She’d thought—
Cass bit her lip, ashamed at what she’d thought. After a decade of keeping the General at arm’s length, furious at him for what he’d done to her and her sisters, she’d thought maybe it was time to reconcile. Maybe by marrying the man he’d chosen to be overseer she’d bridge the chasm that had formed between them. She’d almost convinced herself the General had handpicked Bob for that very reason.
Which just showed how wrong she was about everything.
She pulled more tiles off the wall and tossed them into the box she’d brought into the bathroom to hold them. What a stupid, stupid plan. What a betrayal of everything she and her sisters had fought to gain until now. After denying them the chance to run the spread themselves—telling them time and time again it took a man to do the job—the General had gone and put a thief into the position, and Bob hadn’t just run off with thirty thousand dollars.
He’d stolen first her heart—and then her self-esteem.
How had he fooled her so badly?
Cass couldn’t stand knowing she’d been such an easy mark. When she’d thought of the times they’d made love—thankfully there weren’t many of them—she wanted to throw up. He’d been siphoning money off the spread right from the start, and she’d been too busy fawning over him to notice.
Now Brian had kissed her and she’d felt a spark that put anything she’d ever felt for Bob to shame.
She wouldn’t put up with a rebellion from her body again. Not after what had just happened to her. Hadn’t she learned anything from that fiasco?
But the Navy SEAL was unlike any man who’d ever shown an interest in her before.
Not for the first time she cursed the crazy childhood that had kept her so close to home when most young women got to practice dating in casual ways. Maybe if she had a wealth of experience to draw on she wouldn’t be so susceptible to every man who gave her a second look. Brian was handsome, but what did that mean at the end of the day? If she wanted a husband—which she damn well didn’t—he’d have far more qualities than good looks.
He’d be kind, for one thing. He’d think about other people, not just himself. He’d fall in love with Two Willows and be willing to work with her, rather than dictate to her how it should be run. He’d care about her sisters as well as her. Watching out for them had always been her job, and she’d want a husband who shared that responsibility. Maybe they were as grown up as she was; that didn’t mean she’d ever stop worrying about them.
She had to be careful whom she allowed to be close to her. When she’d dated Bob, she’d nearly let him steal the ranch away from all of them. The General would never tolerate that kind of incompetence. He’d follow through on his threat to kick them off the ranch…
Cass didn’t know what would happen then. To her and her sisters—and to him.
Maybe his job at USSOCOM wasn’t dangerous like his overseas work used to be, but her mother had been adamant. A Reed present at Two Willows every minute of every day until the General came home.
They needed Two Willows. All of them did.
Why couldn’t he see that?
Cass swallowed hard and pulled the last tile off the wall. Time to cut away the sopping mess that was the wall, fix the leak and get that backerboard up. If she couldn’t stop her hands from shaking, she’d make a mess of that, too, though. She had to forget the past. She’d realized what Bob was up to and had put a stop to it. Her sisters were safe, and she’d do everything she could to keep them that way.
Which meant keeping her distance from Brian, no matter how hot he was. She had to drive him away—now—before he entrenched himself in Two Willows life. She knew the way this ranch worked on people. Like she’d said to Wye, it drew them in. It was never easy to rid themselves of the overseers and hands the General kept sending to the ranch. People came and wanted to stay. Bob was a prime example of that, although she knew it was the money rather than the landscape that had won his heart.
It all came down to the house, she decided. If she let Brian stay here long enough to fix it up, he’d surely get attached to it—and to the rest of the ranch. She’d make it absolutely clear she didn’t need any help. Didn’t want it, either. Without anything to do, he’d get bored and go home.
That meant it was time to steady her hands, fix the leak, cut the backerboard and get it on the walls.
She took a deep breath and got back to work.
 
When Brian came downstairs later, after determining to the best of his ability the extent of the damage to the roof, he was surprised to find Cass screwing on the last panel of backerboard. The tiles she’d pulled off the walls earlier were gone and her workspace was as clean as it could be under the circumstances. Tools lay on the counter in a neat row on top of a piece of newspaper.
He had to hand it to her; she was a conscientious worker.
“You found the leak?”
“Yep.”
“Sure you fixed it all the way?”
“I’m sure.”
He studied her work. “This all looks good.”
“I’m sure you think you could have done it better.” She pulled the drill back and ran a hand over the backerboard.
“Not at all. This looks fine.”
“Then you should leave me to it.” She didn’t even bother to look his way. His earlier kiss had obviously upset her, but he knew if he apologized, he’d lose ground.
“I can do the mudding if you like.”
“I don’t like. Haven’t I made that perfectly clear? There’s nothing for you to do here. The General sent you on a fool’s errand.”
Maybe he had, but Brian wasn’t ready to concede defeat yet. “Unfortunately, the General doesn’t take it kindly when you don’t follow through on his orders, so I think I’ll stick around and help fix up the place.”
“I really wish you wouldn’t.”
Damn, this wasn’t going well at all. On the one hand he understood her position; like Cass, he preferred to do things his way, on his own. On the other hand, he kept seeing a vision of the future in which he and Cass worked side by side on the ranch. Once the house was fixed up, he’d take his place working the cattle, but there’d always be jobs they could do together. He liked that idea.
If only she could see it, too.
Early days, he told himself. Things would change over time. He’d prove himself to her and she’d open up to him.
He hoped.
For now, a tactical retreat was best. “I’ll leave you to this job and I’ll tackle the window upstairs.”
Cass slammed the drill down on the counter. “When are you going to get it through your thick skull you aren’t wanted around here?”
“When are you going to get it that I’m not going anywhere?” he countered. “Look, sweetheart, I know you don’t like this situation, but I’m here to stay. You’d better get used to that.”
He was blocking the entrance to the small room and Cass looked ready to plow right through him to reach it, but as he watched, she pulled herself together.
“I won’t get used to it, and you’d better not either. We’ve run lots of men off this ranch. You’re nothing special.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Brian countered. “None of the men who’ve come here before were Navy SEALs.” And none of them were trying to get out from under an investigation into their past actions either, he’d wager. He had everything to lose if she didn’t marry him. That definitely made this situation special.
Funny. He wasn’t doing this to get away from that investigation anymore. Nor was he doing it to please the General. Or win the ranch.
He was doing it for the chance to get to know Cass. Twenty-four hours in and he was smitten. With a woman who hated the sight of him.
Figured.
“Navy SEALs. Hah. Who gives a hoot?” She lunged for the door.
He caught her in his arms. She might hate him, but she was attracted to him, too. That had been obvious when he’d kissed her before. Which he really wanted to do again. “You do, whether you admit it or not.” He was taking a risk, but then he loved risks, and the adrenaline thrumming through his veins was like a drug he’d gone without for too long. The surprise on her pretty face triggered an answering rush of heat that blocked out his better nature. He bent down. Brushed his mouth over hers.
Again.
And liked it even better this time.
He expected Cass to protest. Maybe to strike him again.
She didn’t. She squeaked as he covered her mouth with his, then moaned the most delicious moan he’d ever heard. It was a signal for more and he gathered her in closer.
He tangled a hand in her ponytail and wrapped his other arm around her waist. She was so pliant in his arms. So soft. So willing.
And then so absolutely rigid.
Brian let her push him away, knowing he’d never force her into anything she didn’t want to do. That kiss had told him everything he wanted to know, anyway. He stepped aside and let her escape through the door.
She was as attracted to him as he was to her.
Which meant this war might be lengthy, but his victory would be so, so sweet.
When he heard an engine start up outside, though, his gut twisted. He didn’t like the idea of Cass driving off in anger.
She was gone by the time he made it out of the house, so he climbed into his truck and followed the cloud of dust kicked up in the wake of her vehicle. He wouldn’t intrude—he’d simply make sure she was all right.
He hadn’t come here to hurt Cass.
 
She’d made a colossal mistake.
Cass drove fast over the rutted dirt track, eager to get as far away from the house as possible.
Brian had kissed her again—and this time she’d kissed him back.
She had no idea why, except for a moment it had felt so good to melt into his arms. Just for that second she hadn’t felt so alone—and Cass had never realized how alone she’d felt until then.
She’d run to the shed, gathered whatever came to hand and bolted for her truck, afraid he’d come after her and try it again. It wasn’t that she thought he’d try to overpower her; she couldn’t say why, but she knew that wasn’t the case.
She was afraid she’d let him… again. Because she didn’t seem to have any control over herself just now.
Thank God for the empty pastures and the breadth of Two Willows. Out this far, no one would see her—or hear her, either.
When she pulled over and climbed out, a light wind whipped her hair. Far above her a hawk circled and she watched it jealously. What she’d give to fly away right now.
Except that wasn’t true, was it? This land was as much a part of her as her stubbornness. She couldn’t imagine leaving Two Willows, no matter what happened. Which meant she needed to be smart about what she did next.
But first she had to calm down.
When she opened the door to the truck’s passenger side seat she laughed at the assortment of fireworks she’d grabbed back at the shed. There was no rhyme or reason to them, and that was fine; there wasn’t any rhyme or reason to how she was feeling these days, either. Her misguided romance with Bob should have soured her on men for life, instead of leaving her so desperately longing for Brian the way she was now.
She set them off one by one, knowing right from the start they wouldn’t help this time. They did nothing for the ache inside that made her restless and desperate for something she didn’t want to name.
For Brian’s touch.
She was in trouble, Cass decided as more of the fireworks shot off. She—
“It’s an M-80 kind of day, huh?” Bob said behind her, and Cass whirled around with a shriek she instantly wished she could bite back when she saw the grin on his face. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”
“What the hell are you doing on my land?”
“Saw you driving hell for leather down that track. Thought I’d come see if something was wrong.”
“The only way you could see me was if you were on my land to begin with,” she challenged him, cursing her stupidity for letting Bob get her alone like this.
“Not true. That track’s visible from the highway about a quarter mile from your house. Didn’t you know that?” He grinned his lazy grin again, the one she used to think was sexy. God, how stupid she’d been. “Thought you knew this spread like the back of your hand.”
She did know it, and she’d never noticed a place on the highway where you could see the track. Of course, she’d never exactly been looking for it. “Well, I’m fine. So leave.”
“Look, Cass, there doesn’t have to be this bad blood between us.” Bob came closer. Cass backed away. “You don’t think I’m husband material anymore, but you’re wrong; I’m exactly the kind of man you need.”
“How do you figure that?” She didn’t want to continue this conversation but Bob stood between her and her truck and she had a feeling he wouldn’t let her pass.
“Think about it—why do most women get married?”
Because they’re deluded, Cass thought, but she said aloud, “Because they’re in love.”
“Wrong. They do it for money or they do it for safety. Or they do it for both.”
How had she never seen the cold vacancy of his gaze? Had he put on such a good act that he managed to cover it up? Or had she been so grateful for a little male attention she hadn’t even noticed? “That’s pretty damn cynical.”
“It’s the truth.”
“Well, I don’t need your protection, and the last I looked you were stealing money from me, not the other way around.”
“Cass, you need to watch your tongue.”
She didn’t like his silky tone, or the way he reached out and cupped her chin in his hand. She hadn’t kept far enough away. Now she was in a real fix. She tried to jerk out of his grasp, but he didn’t let go.
“There’s trouble coming to Two Willows. You’ll want me there when it does, believe me.”
“Screw you,” she tried to say, but still caught in his tight grip, her words were slurred.
Bob laughed and kissed her. Had his kisses always been so cold and hard? Cass pushed him away and this time he allowed her to break free. She made a break for her truck but with several long strides Bob made it there first and leaned against the door.
“Think about what we could do with this place together.” He was acting as if they were having a pleasant conversation on the back porch, rather than a confrontation. His overconfidence burned Cass. What did it say about what he thought of her?
“Like what? Run it into the ground? You were on your way to bankrupting Two Willows.”
“Like hell I was. I was building it into something better. Cattle isn’t where the money’s at, little girl. You’re such a child, aren’t you? Still waiting for Daddy to come home. Never been out of Chance Creek. What do you know of the world?”
“Plenty!” In her mind, sticks of dynamite began to explode. Big, satisfying sticks of dynamite.
“A trip or two to a military ball doesn’t count. Especially since it hasn’t happened in years. Face it, Cass. You’re just a little country girl no one else wants. It’s me—or it’s nobody.”
“Brian wants me.” The words leaped out of her mouth before she could think what she was saying. All she knew was she had to shut Bob down before he reduced her to tears. He knew all her vulnerable places—because she’d told them to him.
“That washed up Navy SEAL? You think he wants you? It’s the ranch he wants, plain and simple. What do you think he’s doing here? Why would a guy like that get the General to send him to Montana? Think for once, Cass. This land is worth a lot of money. That’s what he wants. Not you.”
Bob’s words etched across her brain in blazing red colors and she closed her eyes, because she knew it was entirely possible. After all, it was why Bob himself had pursued her. What would a man like Brian ever see in her? She was a backwater country girl who knew nothing about anything except running this ranch. She wanted to lash out and hurt Bob as badly as he’d hurt her.
“Brian wants to marry me,” she blurted. A flush of heat branded her cheeks as she realized too late Bob wouldn’t give a damn about that declaration. It wasn’t as if he’d ever loved her.
Right on cue, Bob tilted his head back and laughed long and hard. “Of course he wants to marry you. How else could he get his hands on a fine ranch like Two Willows?”
“That’s not why he wants to do it!” God, she had to shut up. She was making a fool out of herself.
“Oh, yeah?” When Bob took a step toward her she backed up. “If he’s so hot for you, where is he? And why are you blowing shit up?” He grabbed her hand and tugged her closer. “Where’s your ring, for that matter? What kind of an asshole proposes without a ring?”
“He hasn’t proposed yet.” Even to her ears that sounded weak. She was losing ground fast.
Bob gave her a pitying look. “He wants the ranch, Cass. Guys like that don’t fall for girls like you.”
“It’s what he said.”
“And just because he used the M word, you’re ready to spread your legs for him and welcome him home, is that it? How about you and me, then? I was going to propose—and you would have said yes, you know you would. How about we fuck for old times’ sake. You know I can make you scream.” Bob wrapped a hand in her hair and pulled her in for another kiss. Cass tried to shove him away, but he wasn’t playing. His mouth on hers revolted her and she couldn’t understand what she’d ever seen in him. His hand pawing at her breast made her lash out at him, but she couldn’t budge his arm.
“Everything all right here?”
Cass gasped in relief when she heard Brian’s voice. Bob let her go and she ran to Brian’s side, well past caring about her pride.
“Everything’s fine, sailor,” Bob drawled. “Why don’t you get the hell out of here? I’m talking to Cass.”
“Seemed more like you were grappling with her.”
“That’s one way to describe it. I prefer to think we’ve got a passionate relationship.”
“Yeah? Is that how it is, Cass?” Brian waited for her answer and Cass took in the differences between the two men. Bob’s sardonic half-smile, the way he watched Brian out from under heavy eyelids, sizing up the competition. His perpetual slouch. And Brian’s forthright manner. The way he waited for her to speak. His calm but ready watchfulness.
“I… I told him I didn’t… I didn’t want…”
“She said you were going to marry her,” Bob cut across her. “She said you’d fallen head over heels for her the minute you met her, and now it’s only a matter of time before you’re down on one knee. I explained to her it was her ranch you’re really after. Isn’t that right?” His cocky sneer made Cass want to scream. The last thing she wanted Brian to know was that she’d been talking about him to Bob.
He’d think she was interested. Which she wasn’t, despite the fact she was using him as a human shield at the moment. She wanted Bob gone. For once in her life she’d hoped a man would back her up, but of course that was too much to expect, Cass realized as Brian turned to assess her. Was Bob right about him? Was he here for the ranch?
Of course he was.
Bob began to chuckle as the seconds ticked by. “Cass, you’re priceless,” he said. “I’ll see you later—when you come to your senses and realize I’m the only man who’s ever really going to want you.” He saluted Brian with great exaggeration. “Don’t work too hard fixing up my house, sailor.”
Brian finally spoke. “Two Willows will never be yours, Finchley. Cass was telling the truth; I do want to marry her. When she’s used to that idea I’ll put a ring on her finger. But not until she understands it’s her I want, not this land.”
Brian’s words sent a thrill through her veins, but Cass shook her head, unwilling to fall for another man’s tricks. What else could he possibly say when confronted with an accusation like that?
“Cass, do you actually believe that crap?” Bob asked. “He came here yesterday, and now he’s so in love with you he has to marry you? If you do believe it, you’re not the woman I thought you were.”
“I don’t believe it. I don’t believe either of you.” Cass headed for her truck, desperate to get away from both men.
“I’m telling the truth,” Brian said. “Finchley, get the hell off the General’s land.”
“Are you speaking for the General now?” Bob laughed. “That ought to make your choice easy, Cass. Fuck him, and you’re doing Daddy’s lackey. Fuck me and together we’ll give the General the finger. We’ll take this ranch from him once and for all. That’s what you always wanted, right?”
He left before she could find an answer. A moment later, his truck peeled out and headed down the track. Cass wrenched open the door to her truck and climbed inside. As she started the engine, she noticed Brian bent over the collection of fireworks she’d left on the ground, carefully gathering up the unspent ones. When he straightened, he turned to her, his confusion clear.
Her heart lurched and her foot rose off the gas pedal.
Bob would have left them there, not caring who stumbled on them at some later date. Brian was cautious. Thoughtful. Responsible.
She shook her head. He was a man. A man about to ask how those fireworks had gotten there.
Cass floored the gas and drove away.
 
“So, in other words, you totally blew it?” Logan said when Brian connected with the guys back at USSOCOM via a video link an hour later.
“No, it gave me a chance to tell her the truth—that I’m not there for the ranch, I’m there for her.”
“And you expect her to believe that?” Connor said. “This Finchley guy is right; you are there for the ranch.”
“No, I’m not. Not anymore.” He met the disbelieving gazes of the four other men head-on. “I told you, it’s like the General knew how to pick her out for me. Maybe that’s hard to believe, but—”
“Yeah, it’s hard to believe,” Jack said. “Because you’ve fallen for your own bullshit.”
“Watch it.”
“You’re talking love at first sight. What the hell kind of grown man believes in that?” Jack pressed.
“You’ve never seen a woman and wanted her?” Brian challenged him.
“Wanted her? That’s a far cry from loving her,” Jack returned.
“The real question is, how are you going to get from here to the altar?” Logan asked. “She doesn’t seem to want to date you.”
The whole conversation unnerved Brian. The last thing he’d ever thought he’d do was debate love with an enigma like Jack. He answered Logan’s question instead. “She’s attracted to me. That’s a start.”
“Fix the damn house.” Hunter spoke up for the first time, the sniper’s sharp gaze contrasting with his lazy drawl. “That’s what you’re there to do, so do it.”
“I’m here to marry Cass.” He rubbed his neck, all too conscious of how rapidly things had changed in the past twenty-four hours. Jack was right; he’d come for the chance at the land. And to clear his name. Now Cass filled his every thought.
“You’ve only been there a day. You’ve let her know what you’re after. You’ve let her know why. Seems like the only other guy in the picture is an ass. So show her what kind of man you are. What kind of life you’re offering her. Let her decide what she wants,” Hunter said reasonably.
“What if she doesn’t want me?” Brian pushed. “Then what?”
“Then we’re all screwed.”
The next video call Brian made was to the General, who answered far more quickly than Brian had expected.
“What’s wrong?”
“N… nothing,” Brian said, startled by the General’s face filling his screen. Hell, had he just stuttered?
“Why are you calling? You married my daughter yet?”
“No. I’ve been here one day.” Shit, he had to get a hold of himself. Stuttering? Explaining himself like a schoolboy? This wasn’t him at all. “I’ve met your daughters and started working on the house. I’ve got a good idea what it’ll take to get it all done. The big job is the roof. It’s leaking all over the place. We’ll need to take it down to the joists and start over with new plywood.” He named a sum to get it done.
The General pursed his lips. “The income from the ranch will cover it. Tell Cass what you need and she’ll get it to you.”
“I’ll do that.”
“What else have you seen?”
“Not much. Like I said, it’s only been a day.” He decided not to mention his run-in with Bob. Yet. Cass wouldn’t like it if he did and he wanted her on his side.
The General nodded. “Keep going, then. Report back in a few days.”
“Don’t you want to hear about your daughters?” Brian asked quickly. Surely the man wanted an update.
“All healthy?”
“Yes.”
“Got rid of their boyfriends yet?”
“Not yet—”
“Let me know when you have.” The General cut the call.
 
Thank God for Wye. She’d taken one look at Cass’s face when Cass came to find her at her little house in town, bundled Cass into her restored Volkswagen Beetle, made a single stop at her brother’s place and driven far out into the country. They stopped in a pull-out on a little-used road and Wye passed her a paper bag full of cherry bombs. “I know it’s not much, but…”
“It’s perfect.”
Cass got out of the truck and lit them one by one, but it was Wye’s presence, not the unsatisfying little pops, that made her feel better as time passed.
“You know someday you’re going to have to feel that anger,” Wye said when she was done. She had scrambled up to sit on the roof of the Beetle. Cass joined her.
“You’d better hope I never do. I’d end up taking Chance Creek down with me if I ever let it all out.”
“I doubt that. People feel things, Cass. They scream, cry, stomp their feet. And then it’s over.”
But Cass shook her head. “I’m not like that. I’d start screaming and I’d never stop again.”
“Because of your father?” Wye asked gently. She’d never pried before and Cass figured she owed her an answer.
“He’s part of it. He doesn’t love us, Wye,” she said tiredly. “He left us as surely as my mother did when she passed away. He bosses us around, sets rules, dictates everything we do, but he doesn’t love us.”
“I’m sorry,” Wye said, pressing her hand. “I hope someday he realizes what he’s missing.”
Cass had long stopped thinking that was a possibility, and she’d be damned if she’d sit around and feel this pain. She slid down the rounded edge of the roof, landing hard on the dusty ground. She ached for something big to set off. Wye reached down to hand her another paper bag Cass hadn’t noticed she’d held in reserve.
“Sorry. It’s all I have.” Wye shrugged.
Cass opened it and peered inside. More cherry bombs.
They would have to do.
“Cass,” Wye called after her as she went to set them off. “Don’t waste your life waiting for things to change with your father. You’re your own woman. Create the life you want.”
Cass nodded, but the irony was she already had the life she wanted. If only the General would get out of her way.
It was nearly dinnertime when Cass got back to the ranch. She parked near the carriage house and went inside to find the kitchen dark and empty. Was it too much to ask that anyone else might think to get a meal on?
“Lena? Alice?”
She heard a scrape and then a thump from down the hall.
That had to be Brian. With a sigh, she decided to take the bull by the horns, and headed for the bathroom. She found Brian smoothing a layer of joint compound over the seams in the backerboard she’d fastened to the wall earlier. Brian had shucked off his t-shirt and tucked its tail in his back pocket. Cass’s anger disappeared as she stopped to admire his chiseled muscles and the ripple of his biceps as he worked on, unaware of her presence. The SEAL was… She didn’t know what word to use. Hot? That sounded too shallow. Handsome? Too old-fashioned.
Incredible?
Too childish, and what she felt right now wasn’t innocent in the least. A hunger for something left unsatisfied for years stirred within her. She wanted to feel those muscles; feel those hands on her. She wanted…
“Oh, hey, Cass.” Brian twisted around to look at her. “Didn’t see you there.”
Caught staring, Cass felt her face heat. “What… Why are you doing that? I told you I would take care of it,” she said to cover her embarrassment.
“And I keep telling you the General sent me to help.” He stood up and she got the full effect of his low-slung jeans and washboard abs.
Wow, Cass thought. And then, That could be my husband.
And then, no. Absolutely not.
Although, if Brian was going to work around her house half-naked for the next few days—or weeks—she was going to have a hell of a time not slipping up and saying yes to him.
Brian rubbed his chin with the top of his hand. “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news. That roof of yours is a mess. It’s going to be a big job to fix it.”
“I already knew we’d have to replace it.” Her mouth was dry, and her voice was funny when she said the words. Thank goodness Brian didn’t seem to notice. What would it feel like to slide her hands over his biceps?
Good. It would feel really good.
“It isn’t just the shingles that are damaged, though. Once I’ve taken them off, I’m going to have to replace all the plywood, too. That makes the job far more difficult and expensive. I talked to the General about it—”
“You called the General?” That bit of information sliced right through the buzz of desire in her veins. “Why did you do that?”
“Because he’s footing the bill, right? I needed to get his okay. He said the ranch should be able to cover it, and I should talk to you.”
“He did?” Hell, that was going to be a problem.
“He said the cattle operation should be making enough money to cover the cost.”
His words hit her like a splash of cold water in the face. Of course it should… but it hadn’t since last fall.
She couldn’t admit that, though. “How much do you need?”
“For labor and materials?” He named a sum that made Cass cringe. “But I think you and I could do the job ourselves if you’re up for it. That would be a lot cheaper.” He named a lower amount, one she might be able to cover if they economized elsewhere. She swallowed hard, thinking about the height of the roof and its steep pitch. Could she even get out on it?
“It’s my roof. I’ll take care of it,” she made herself say, although she didn’t have a clue how she’d manage that. She could barely look out the attic windows, and if Brian couldn’t do the job alone, how could she possibly do it herself?
“You can’t do this one on your own, honey.” Brian echoed her thoughts. “You’ll need a second set of hands.”
Cass’s heart sank. She knew exactly where this was leading.
“Luckily you’ve got me,” he added.
She’d walked right into that one.
Brian touched her arm. “This is a beautiful house, Cass. It’s got a history I can only guess at but that I hope to hell I’m going to get to know. Let’s get her fixed up so you can put away those buckets I found all over the attic. We’ll get her right and tight for another hundred years.”
“But—” The whole point was not to let him help her.
“I’ll be right beside you every step of the way.”
He was right beside her right now. She could see a pulse beating in his throat. For one strange, almost exhilarating moment, Cass thought about pressing a kiss to it. But that was as crazy as climbing onto Two Willows’s roof.
“Think about it. You and me making Two Willows a safe home for your family. I know how much this house means to you. Let me help you.”
Help her?
No one helped her. Not with her housework, and not with the repairs Two Willows perpetually needed. Not with raising her sisters or running this ranch the way it was meant to be run.
“I’m not going to marry you,” Cass said. He had to know that. She wouldn’t let him put himself out if that’s what he thought he was going to get.
“I hope you change your mind.” Brian touched her hand with his fingertips and Cass held her breath, her heart beating hard. “Whether or not you do, I’m going to fix your house. It needs to be done and I’m the man for the job.”
Cass turned around and strode out of the house. She needed to breathe—to put some distance between her and Brian so he couldn’t read on her face what he did to her when he was near. Out in the yard, she paced the garden paths until Lena met her coming back from the barns.
“Did you just have sex?” Lena asked bluntly.
Cass turned on her. “Of course not! Why would you say that?”
Lena laughed. “You look like some guy blew your mind.”



CHAPTER 6
Brian left Cass alone the rest of the day, finding his way into town and grabbing a burger for dinner. He understood instinctively how big a deal it was for her to accept his help with the roof; possibly a bigger deal than allowing him to kiss her. If there was one thing the Reed women valued, it was their independence.
He woke early the following morning and when he came downstairs he found Lena was the only one up. He thought about his second mandate—getting control of the ranch—and decided he’d work on that today. “I’d love to get a look at the cattle,” he told her, serving himself a bowl of cereal.
“Oh, hell. How did I know this was coming?” She pushed her plate away and crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t tell me; you’re really the new overseer come to replace Bob.”
Brian scratched the back of his neck. He wasn’t, and he didn’t know if the General planned on one of them being in charge, or if they’d share the work—and the decision making. Taking in Lena’s set jaw, he realized he was being just as chauvinistic as she expected him to be. The General had made it clear he meant for the men to be in charge.
Was that fair?
On the ranch his father had lost, men had handled the cattle, but he knew of several husband-and-wife teams who ran things together in the area where he’d grown up. It hadn’t really registered when he was a kid. If his father hadn’t lost the place when Brian was fourteen he’d probably know more about how those dynamics worked. Men were certainly stronger, and lots of the work on a ranch took the kind of strength women lacked.
Lots of it took brains and organization—and determination.
He bet Lena had plenty of that.
“Look,” he said. “I’m just asking a favor. I used to live on a ranch as a kid. Before my father gambled it away.”
“I’m not buying your sob story,” Lena said.
“It’s not a sob story. It’s an explanation. I haven’t gotten to ride much since I was a teenager, and I miss it like hell.”
She studied him. With her no-nonsense hairstyle, and her work clothes on, he could tell she wanted to appear tough, but Lena didn’t fool him. She loved this ranch as much as Cass did—maybe more, because she understood the blood, sweat and tears that went into maintaining it. She worked it; Cass just lived on it.
“C’mon. Let’s go for a ride so I can really see the place,” he urged her.
“And report back to the General.”
“I’m not trying to hide that. He definitely wants an update on the state of the ranch.”
“Maybe he should come here himself sometime and see.”
Ah. She missed the old man. “When’s the last time he was by?”
Lena rolled her eyes. “You’re kidding, right?”
He shook his head.
“Wow. All right, come on, then. You’re definitely no spy if you don’t even know that much.”
“Thanks a lot.” He dug into his cereal, unconcerned. He’d taken far worse from buddies in the military. When he glanced up again she was waiting by the door. “Oh, you mean right now?” He stood up and took his bowl with him.
“Better bring that back when you’re done. Cass’ll have a fit.”
“I’m done now.” He scooped up a last bite and set the bowl on the counter as he followed Lena out the door. “I’m still curious, though. The General has to visit sometimes.”
“Does he?” She led the way toward the outbuildings. “Someone should tell him that.”
“What’s it been, a couple of years?”
“More than that.”
“Five? Ten?” Now he was kidding, but the set of Lena’s shoulders told him she didn’t find it funny. “When was it then?” he asked, becoming serious. He knew all too well what it felt like to lose one parent—and have the other let you down.
“I haven’t seen my fa—the General since the day we buried my mother,” she told him bluntly. “He was at the grave site, and then he was gone. The only time I’ve seen him since was on the other side of a video screen.”
Brian stopped in his tracks. “That can’t be right.” The General’s wife had died over a decade ago.
Lena kept walking. After a moment Brian strode quickly after her to catch up. “He’s never come back. Not once?”
She shook her head.
“But you go to him, right? On visits?”
“Cass did a few times. So did Alice. Sadie did once or twice.” She shrugged. “He never asked me. I’m not exactly cut out to be a spokeswoman for the family.” She must have read his confusion in his expression, because she added, “He could depend on Cass and Alice to behave themselves at military functions. At least for a little while. When he stopped being able to count on that, the invitations stopped coming.”
“Got it.” He remembered the rumors around the base—that Cass had pitched a fit at an event and the General’s daughters had never been seen there again.
Lena tossed her head as if it was all no big deal, but Brian knew it had to be. Why the hell wouldn’t the General come and see his girls? He wanted to strangle the man. “It’s his loss, you know.”
“Whatever.” She increased her pace. At the stables, she led out two horses and Brian helped to saddle them, filing away the problem of the General’s absence to mull over later. He couldn’t stop from taking deep breaths to convince himself he was finally back on a ranch, with a ride in front of him and a chance—a small chance—to one day own a part of this. The fragrant stables took him back to his youth. “Did you give me the horse that likes to buck everyone off?” he asked Lena.
“Thought about it,” she admitted. “Decided that was too predictable. Instead I gave you the one you’ll miss the most when you’re gone.”
“Ouch.”
“You’re the one reporting back to the General.”
What Brian saw over the next hour left him uneasy. Lena was knowledgeable about every aspect of the ranch and cattle raising, and from the way her sharp gaze scanned the pastures as they rode, he knew she cared about her job.
But some things didn’t add up. Broken equipment. Half-assed repair jobs. His gut told him Lena wasn’t responsible for the overall air of dilapidation around the place. So who was?
“You’re letting maintenance slide,” he finally said when he couldn’t hold the criticism in anymore.
“Bob kept getting in my way when he was here. Since he’s been gone, I’ve told Cass about every problem, and what I need to fix it. She keeps putting things off. We need to replace the stock we lost last winter, too. But that’s a no go, either.”
“Cass keeps the books, huh?”
“Bob used to do the business records, but she took them back over when he left.”
“How come you don’t do them if you’re in charge down here?” They were riding back along a dusty track toward the stables. Brian didn’t want to climb off his horse, but he needed to work out what was going on.
“Numbers aren’t my thing,” Lena said. “I never minded that Cass did them before, but she’s never been tightfisted like this until now. I get that Bob didn’t leave things in a perfect state, but she’s being ridiculous.”
He could tell it was an argument she’d had with her sister, but he also figured Cass had her reasons for keeping hold of their money. Come to think of it, she’d wanted to keep costs low on the roof, too. He’d used it to his advantage, thinking she was being thrifty in the way that all ranch people were.
Was there another reason? Was Cass trying to hide money problems from her sister…and the General?
He needed to see those books, he decided, which wouldn’t be easy if Cass had control of them. He was pretty sure he could sneak a look at them sometime while Cass wasn’t around, but that wouldn’t bode well for their future.
Somehow he needed to persuade her to confide in him.
Beside him, Lena heaved a sigh.
He followed the direction of her gaze and saw a herd of cattle in the distance. “Seems like a ranch this size could support more cattle.”
“Of course it could. That’s what I’m saying,” Lena exploded. “If the General would stop fucking around and let me run this place right—”
“What would you do differently?”
“Everything!” For the next fifteen minutes she gave him a scathing play by play of all of Bob’s mistakes. “He was a complete ass. He was trying to ruin this ranch, not run it,” she finally finished.
Brian nodded. It had been hard to keep his mouth shut while she rattled on. At first, he wanted to defend the General’s decision to send an overseer to a spread this large, but he’d met Bob. The man certainly wasn’t an improvement on Lena. Brian had counseled himself to let her have her say, and the more she talked, the more he realized she knew as much as any man about how to get the work done. With a passel of willing hands to help with some of the heavy lifting, she’d be an effective overseer herself.
Why didn’t the General know that?
“How about the hands? Are they people you trust?”
Lena looked away. Shook her head. “Overseers come and go a lot around here,” she said, keeping her gaze on the distant mountains, “but our hands were a more steady lot until Bob fired them all. Thought the General would have something to say to that, but I guess he was busy. Bob replaced them with new guys. There’s some of them.” She pointed to a knot of men repairing a fence in the pasture they were approaching.
“I think I’ll go have a word.” Brian urged his horse forward. If Lena didn’t like them, there had to be a reason, and the sooner he knew what it was, the sooner he could talk to the General about how to fix it. “Howdy,” he called out. “Hot day for work like that.”
The men nodded and grunted when he drew near, but they weren’t a talkative lot. Brian did his best to exchange the usual chitchat with them, sussing them out. He didn’t like the surly way they answered his questions, or the feeling that they’d united in their dislike of him at first sight.
After a few minutes, he turned to go, but the tallest of the lot—Ed—spoke up. “Take a message to your sister,” he called to Lena. “Tell her to cool it. She’s spooking the cattle.”
Lena didn’t acknowledge the man, but Brian knew he had to be talking about the fireworks he’d found when he followed Cass. That answered that question: they were Cass’s rather than Bob’s. But why had she been setting them off? Was that what she did when she was angry? Blew things up? He’d have to keep an eye on that.
He remembered the tidy way they’d been arranged. The lack of vegetation on that part of the ranch. Even when she was pissed off, Cass was careful—so careful she didn’t even allow herself to feel the anger that so obviously burned inside her.
Lena quickly turned her horse and rode off the opposite way they’d come, off the main track toward a path that wound toward higher ground. Brian nodded to the men, re-mounted his horse and followed along after her. He didn’t mind the detour; he wasn’t in a hurry to curtail this ride. Instead, he scanned the countryside as he thought about Cass, noted how things were positioned and wondered where Lena was leading him.
Fifteen minutes later, they wound around an outcropping to a level crescent of ground backed by a rising slope where targets had been set up.
“Do you shoot?” Brian asked Lena. He knew she did but he figured he wouldn’t mention the photo collages back at the base.
“Of course.” She lifted the light jacket she wore over her shirt and showed him a shoulder holster.
Brian raised his eyebrows. “That’s a lot of firepower. You know how to use that thing?”
She rose to the challenge, slid off her horse and paced to a point some distance from the target. Seconds later, she’d fired all the rounds. She returned the pistol to its holster and Brian went with her to inspect her shots.
“Pretty good.”
“It’ll do,” she said, but he could tell she was pleased with his praise. He hadn’t overstated it; that had been a tight grouping. Lena knew what she was doing.
“Want a try?” she offered. “I’ve got more ammunition in my saddle bags.”
“That would feel too much like work,” he told her. “The way I see it, I’m on vacation.” As they returned to the horses, Brian asked, “Does Cass shoot that well, too?”
Lena laughed. “Of course; we’re Reeds, aren’t we?”
 
When Cass got up, it was easy to see that Lena had been and gone already, but the half-eaten bowl of cereal on the counter perplexed her until she realized Brian must have eaten and left, too. She did a quick tour of the house to be sure before she ate her own breakfast, then quickly cleaned the kitchen and put some more work into the shower.
At noon she was preparing lunch when she spotted him and Lena walking back from the direction of the stables. They stopped near the edge of the lawn, talking together earnestly. She could tell Lena was describing something by the way she was gesturing. Brian listened intently, nodding now and then.
Cass couldn’t remember Bob ever listening to Lena like that. In fact, she couldn’t remember Lena ever talking to any man that way. She was fully engaged in the conversation and so was Brian. Cass knew she should be happy for both of them to connect with each other, but instead she felt a twist of pain.
Was that… jealousy?
Jo entered the kitchen behind her. “What’s there to eat?”
“Whatever you feel like making.” Cass couldn’t take her eyes off Lena and Brian. Whatever they were talking about had them both riveted. Lena was talking again, her gestures wide with whatever she was describing. Brian said something and Lena laughed, making her look so girlish Cass’s stomach twisted with a longing for an easier time. She remembered their early days when she and Lena would laugh and quarrel and make up and laugh again. That seemed so long ago.
“Since when do I have to cook?”
That got Cass’s attention and she turned around. “You’re not a child. Time to learn to take care of yourself. I don’t know when I became everyone’s mother.” She didn’t mean to sound so exasperated, but her emotions had been yanked around far too much in the time since Brian had arrived.
“You’re the one who always says it’s more economical if we eat together.” Jo headed back out of the room.
“Jo… I’m sorry,” Cass called after her. She was right; Cass had always emphasized family meals. She’d read somewhere as a teen they were the key to a happy and healthy family. Back in those days she’d been desperate to find some formula to get it right.
She was still doing that.
Jo stopped in the doorway and Cass, grateful for the chance to smooth over an argument that was entirely her fault, added, “I’ll get lunch on in a minute. Would you go see if Sadie and Alice want to join us?”
“Sadie isn’t… here.” Jo bit her lip guiltily. Cass knew that look. She’d spilled something Sadie wanted kept quiet.
“Where is she?”
“With Mark, I guess.”
Cass sighed. Where else? “Okay. Get the others. I’ll whip up something to eat.”
Jo lingered by the door. “Cass? What do you really think about marriage?”
“I think it’s complicated. Why do you ask?” She opened the refrigerator and pulled out fixings for sandwiches. She didn’t want to think about marriage. Not when Brian and Lena were still outside talking. Had Brian’s interest shifted to her sister after spending time with her? Not that she cared, she told herself.
“Just wondering. Sean says we make a lot of things far more complicated than they need to be.”
Cass looked at her sharply. “Like what?” She didn’t like much Sean had to say these days. He seemed determined to flout every one of society’s rules, and she had the feeling he’d throw the baby out with the bathwater to make his point.
“Marriage, love, sex… everything. He thinks we shouldn’t worry about it so much.”
“Sounds like he wants to shirk responsibility.” Lots of men were like that these days. Bob, for example.
Although Brian seemed cut from a different cloth.
“That’s not it at all,” Sadie said. “He wants to share responsibility. He believes that people should help each other as much as they can. Living together, working together—like we do here.”
“He likes our living arrangements, does he?” Cass had a feeling she knew where this was headed. Two Willows drew shirkers like a magnet these days. Reaching back into the fridge, she pulled out a packet of bacon. BLTs would make a good lunch.
“He thinks it’s great. And he’s right—there’s room for a lot more people at Two Willows. In a truly sharing situation, people don’t need as much privacy.”
“I need privacy, and I don’t want Sean here all the time.” She deposited the ingredients on the counter and turned to pull a frying pan off the hanging rack. She stopped short. “Where’s my good pan?”
“You didn’t even notice he was here last night!” Jo exploded.
Cass stopped, one hand raised to look through the pans again. “He was here last night?”
“That’s right. And he didn’t bother you one bit, did he?”
“I’m going to stop you right there,” Cass said, selecting a different pan and moving to the counter. “Sean’s not moving in, and that’s final.”
“You don’t get to dictate that!”
“Fine—ask the General.” Cass had heard enough. As far as she was concerned, if Sean wanted to live with them, he’d better be prepared to pay—not only for his room and board, but also for the annoyance of having to listen to his pronouncements.
“That’s not fair! You know the General will say no.”
“Because we don’t need a freeloader. Don’t you see Sean’s using you? All that sharing stuff? That’s baloney! What’s he shared with you?”
“He’s shared his heart with me. That’s the most important thing, isn’t it?”
“No,” Cass said sharply, looking up from the stove. “I mean, yes—hearts are important, but so is paying your way. Don’t get taken in by him. He obviously wants to take advantage of you.”
“Sean said you’d say that. He said you’d do whatever you could to keep us from being happy. He said you were just like the General!” Jo rushed from the room and pounded up the stairs.
Cass leaned against the counter, defeated. Was she just like the General?
She didn’t even know anymore.
 
When Brian arrived back at the house with Lena for lunch, he noticed right away the tension around the table. Jo’s eyes were red, as if she’d been crying. Cass’s temper was short. Lena, who’d been so talkative all morning, clammed right up when she took in her sisters’ moods. Alice was in her own world. Sadie, who arrived right before the meal was served, was watchful.
Brian knew something had happened; he just didn’t know what.
He broke the silence that reigned through most of the meal by describing the work that would have to be done on the roof. “Cass is going to help me, but we might need the rest of you to pitch in now and then.”
“You’re going up on the roof?” Sadie asked her sister with a frown. “But—”
“I’m always up for learning how to take care of our house,” Cass cut her off with a significant look Brian wished he understood.
“Why not hire someone to do it?” Lena asked. “With all the money you’re refusing to cough up, you should be able to afford it.”
Brian waited to see what Cass would say, once more wishing he could get his hands on the record books for the ranch.
“I need to know how to keep up this house; it’ll be my job for the rest of my life,” Cass answered primly.
“But—”
“If you want to help, too, you’re more than welcome.”
Lena subsided under Cass’s glare, and Brian knew he’d have to wait to learn the state of the ranch’s finances.
“I plan to run into town today,” he said, ready to move on to a new topic. “Anyone else need anything? I could pick up some things at the store, if you like.”
The sisters all put down their forks and stared at him as if one of the cattle had wandered into the kitchen and asked to do the lunch dishes.
“Did I say something wrong?”
“No,” Cass said after a moment, still studying him. “I just can’t remember when someone offered to help out like that. We usually handle everything ourselves.”
“It’s just a trip to the store.”
“To you, it is,” Sadie said quietly.
“I’ll come with you if you don’t mind,” Alice said suddenly. “I have a few boxes I need to ship.”
“What about you, Cass? Want to ride along?”
“I’ve got some things to do here,” she told him. “We’re low on milk, though. And juice. Could you… could you buy some for me? I’ll give you the cash, of course.”
“Of course.” Brian wasn’t sure what was going on. These women lived in a small town; surely they were the recipients of neighborly help from time to time.
He considered what the General had told him of their teenage escapades. They’d spent their time hiding out, hoping not to be caught when they managed to run off the grownups in charge of caring for them and the ranch. That hiding must have changed the way they looked at other people.
No wonder Cass viewed him with such suspicion. Did she think he wanted to steal her independence?
He did, in a way.
Which made the fact she’d asked for this small favor a major step for Cass. He felt almost… honored.
Cass was studying Alice now, and she suddenly stood up and stalked over to the window. “Alice? Where’s your car? Did Howie take it again?”
“He didn’t take it. I loaned it to him.” Alice took a bite of salad, as if dismissing the topic, but Brian’s gut told him she was lying, and Cass seemed to realize it, too. He could almost see her sorting through things to say to her sister and discarding them one by one. Alice kept stabbing leaves of lettuce. It was clear she wouldn’t be happy about any interference.
“That’s all right. I’ve got my truck and I’m happy to drive today,” Brian said. Seeing Cass’s concern about Alice’s boyfriend had reminded him the General didn’t like any of the men his daughters were dating. Time to look into things and see what was what.
He managed to divert the conversation back to the roof for the rest of the meal, but when he had helped Alice load her boxes into the back of his truck, and they were on their way to town, he decided to revisit the topic.
“Tell me about Howie. Sounds like a busy guy.”
“He is,” Alice said eagerly. “He’s a real self-starter. He’s always running back and forth to Billings and Bozeman, day and night. He delivers packages for businesses. He does such a good job getting everything where it needs to go on time, he’s got direct deliveries cornered.”
Brian’s shoulders sagged as he took in her words. He just bet Howie did. And he’d bet the small-town boy hadn’t beaten UPS and the United States Post Office to take over the distribution of legitimate shipping in the area. As he drove the winding, two-lane highway toward town, he wondered if Alice could really be so innocent as to think he had.
“Day and night, huh?”
“That’s right; you’ve got to give the customer what he wants.”
It sounded like she was quoting her boyfriend. “Most businesses operate within normal business hours.”
“Not Howie—sometimes he’s running packages in the wee hours.”
Brian’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. Didn’t the General see the danger of allowing his daughters to remain so innocent? Hadn’t he taught them anything about the world?
Or didn’t the man care?
It seemed to Brian their father’s long absence had caused them to grab hold of any man who came close and hold on for dear life no matter how that man treated them.
“Do you travel much?” He needed more information before pressing her further.
“I’m more of a homebody. I guess I travel in my imagination, but I like it best right here.”
“Have you ever spent much time away from Two Willows?” From what he could gather she spent most of her time in her carriage house workshop sewing the costumes she made. Lena mentioned that people commissioned them, and had said Alice was a gifted seamstress.
“No.” Alice shrugged. “But I’m content. I can’t keep up with my ideas. I finish one project and the next one’s ready to go in my mind. Who has the time to leave home?”
Brian found himself wanting to protect her. He knew what he needed to say: your boyfriend’s probably running drugs. Get rid of him! But somehow he couldn’t say it.
He’d only been out of the Navy for a few days and already he’d gone soft.
“What about TV? Surely you watch TV?” There were crime shows all over the place. Didn’t she watch them and put two and two together about her boyfriend?
Alice laughed. “Almost none. We don’t get reception out here, and cable is expensive.”
“What about the cheap movie channels?”
She shook her head. “We’re all pretty busy. I guess we’ve never really been TV people.”
Brian rubbed his chin and tried another tack. “If Howie delivers so many packages, how come he doesn’t deliver yours?”
“Oh, he’s not that kind of deliveryman,” she said airily. “He does direct delivery. I ship things all over the world. He’s just running between Chance Creek, Billings and Bozeman.”
“That’s a lot of deliveries for such a small area,” he commented.
For the first time, Alice frowned. “I know.” She studied her hands folded in her lap. Brian waited. If she offered even a hint of understanding, he’d fill in the rest of the picture for her. “Cass thinks he’s cheating on me,” she blurted when he’d almost given up hope.
Brian wanted to bash his head on the steering wheel. “Honey, he’s not cheating on you.”
“You really don’t think so?” She looked so grateful, the words Brian had been about to say died on his lips. Damn it, he’d never had a problem ordering his men around, or talking straight to a subordinate who needed a dressing down.
But this was no warrior to be chewed out.
This was a fragile, lovely woman. Cass’s sister. And Alice’s expression was so hopeful it unmanned him.
“What’s in the packages Howie’s delivering?” he managed to ask.
“I don’t know. He doesn’t, either. They’re ready to go when he picks them up.”
“You’ve seen them?”
Alice shifted, and Brian clutched the steering wheel even tighter. Had that asshole really taken his girlfriend along when he delivered drugs?
“I’ve ridden with him once or twice on a delivery run, but he said his clients didn’t like it, so I stopped,” Alice said.
Town was coming up, Brian decided this conversation was too important to have while negotiating its busier streets and looking for parking. He pulled off the road and shut off the engine. “What do you think is in the packages, Alice?” he asked gently.
She looked down at her hands clasped in her lap instead of answering. As the seconds ticked away, she shrugged.
“I think you know,” Brian said.
“He’s a good guy,” Alice said, but her attempt to defend him was half-hearted.
“Then why is he using your car to deliver drugs? That’s what he’s doing, right?”
“Of course not!”
“You realize what’s going to happen if he’s stopped, don’t you?” Brian pressed on. “First, you’ll be implicated in the operation. Second, you could lose your car. Is that what you want?”
She was kneading her left hand with her right, but when she noticed him looking, she stopped. Finally, she shook her head. “No. But it won’t happen, because Howie wouldn’t do that.”
“You positive about that?”
Alice bit her lip, and Brian realized she didn’t like to lie.
“Alice, are you positive about that?” he asked again.
“No.”
Now they were getting somewhere, but it wasn’t easy making Cass’s sister so miserable. “Why don’t you say something to him? Tell him to leave your car alone, at the very least.”
“He’d get mad.” Her voice was so low he could barely hear her.
Brian nearly asked, so what? But he could tell that wouldn’t be a welcome question. “Will he hurt you?”
She straightened, shocked. “Of course not.”
“Then what are you afraid of?”
“He’ll leave me,” she said, as if that explained everything. Maybe it did, Brian thought as he passed a hand over his face. As cocky and independent as the Reed girls were, at the core was a vulnerability so raw it made him wince. Their mother had left them. So had their father, in a way. It explained a lot. Plus, they were young. Cass was twenty-six. Alice couldn’t be more than twenty-four. Old enough to know better. Young enough to still hope for the best.
Brian reached out and flipped the visor down on the passenger side. He positioned the mirror so Alice could see into it.
“Know what I see when I look at you?” he asked.
She shook her head.
“Someone so beautiful and talented she’s on her way to having the world at her doorstep. Is Howie your first serious boyfriend?” Another stab in the dark.
“Yes.”
“I guarantee if you walk away from him, another man is going to come along who knocks your socks off. You’ll know him when he makes your life better, not worse.”
“How would I meet someone like that? It’s like you said, I never go anywhere.”
Brian hated to see the pain in her eyes. “But you could. You know that, right?”
“It’s not that simple.”
No. He was beginning to see nothing was simple with the Reed women. “If you don’t want to leave home, then the trick is to keep doing all the things you like doing, and try one or two new things, too. If you act like yourself all the time, you’ll attract the right man. It’s when you pretend you’re someone you’re not—like by condoning drug use when you don’t agree with it—that you run into trouble.” He figured it was time to end the lecture for the day. He started the truck’s engine again.
“Howie took my car,” Alice blurted. “Without asking. I didn’t want to say anything in front of Cass.”
Brian understood why. “Let’s take care of your boxes and get you home. I’ll sort it out later.”
He felt good about the exchange as they took care of their errands in town. Alice was more talkative than she’d previously been with him, telling him about her business and the way she created unique costumes for musicals, plays and even movies. He hoped that she’d taken their conversation to heart and that soon Howie, who sounded like a real troublemaker to Brian, would be a thing of the past. They decided to stop for coffee at Linda’s Diner before heading back to the ranch.
Alice stopped him just as they reached the entryway. “Trouble.”
Old habits had him scanning the street and rooftops. But then he did that anyway, no matter where he was. “I don’t see anything.”
“Of course you don’t.” Alice was impatient. “It’s a feeling.” She held a hand up and Brian waited. “No, it’s gone.” She turned on him. “If you talk in the middle of it, I lose it.”
“I think you’ve already lost it.” He meant it as a joke, but Alice’s face fell, and he cursed his flippant tone, realizing he’d just undone all the good work he’d managed earlier. After a moment, she nodded.
“Most people don’t believe in hunches.” She opened the door and in the time it took for them to be seated, Brian lost his chance to say any more about the topic. He shouldn’t have said what he had, but he felt the Reed women’s superstitions were part and parcel of what left them naïve and vulnerable to exploitation. He wasn’t surprised Alice thought she felt things, raised on a ranch where everyone believed in a mystical stone. He didn’t let himself think about the way he was using that same stone to manipulate Cass into marrying him. That was for a good cause, after all.
They settled in a booth near the front window. The coffee, when it came, was good and plain, the way he liked it. Alice sipped an herbal tea, but didn’t say much and he knew he’d hurt her feelings. “Look, I didn’t mean—” he began, but Alice leaned sideways and craned her neck to see out the window.
“There’s Sadie! I can’t see who she’s with, though.”
Brian turned the best he could and just made her out, standing across the street. Whoever she was talking to was out of his line of vision, blocked by a parked truck. As they watched, she turned and walked away.
The waitress appeared again. “Here you go. Two slices of peach pie. Is there anything else I can get you?”
“No, thanks,” Alice told her, accepting the dish from the waitress. Brian took his and eyed it appreciatively.
Alice looked out the window again. “She’s gone, and there’s Mark. I wonder why I sensed trouble—” she broke off. “Probably the usual thing. He flirts with every woman he sees. He’s going to break her heart.”
Brian filed that information away for later. “Alice, I’m sorry I made fun of you.” He needed to make the apology if he wanted her to trust him. He’d feel awful if she stayed with Howie because he’d undercut her again.
“You don’t hear it, do you?” she said, cutting into her pie. “It’s okay if you don’t; I’ve only met one other person who does.”
“Hear what?”
“It’s not hearing, exactly.” Alice made a face. “It’s hard to explain. It’s like if you had to tell someone who’d always been blind what seeing was like. It’s information. It’s so clear. I’ve wondered and wondered why I can access it but hardly anyone else can, but I finally decided that’s not the real question.”
“What’s the real question?”
“What do I do with it?”
Uncomfortable, Brian asked, “Who’s the other person who can hear it?”
Alice smiled. “Rose Johnson. She’s married to the sheriff, and she owns Thayer’s Jewelers. Everyone buys their engagement rings there. She can tell if your marriage will last, but she doesn’t hear much else.”
“It’s good pie, huh?” Brian said. He was well out of his depth in this conversation, but at least Alice didn’t seem hurt anymore.
She smiled, a little sadly. “Yeah, it’s good pie.”
 
“Did Alice get her packages off?” Cass asked Brian when they met up by his truck later. She’d been sweeping the back porch when he and Alice pulled in. As soon as they parked, Alice hopped out and high-tailed it into the carriage house. Cass, wondering if something was wrong, leaned her broom against the railing and went to investigate.
“Yes. She’s a little… unusual… isn’t she?” Brian began to unload bags of groceries. “Hope you don’t mind. I added some things to the list because I thought we were low.”
Cass took the bag he offered her, watched him heft three more into his arms, and followed him to the house, bemused. She couldn’t remember a man ever thinking about the state of their groceries. “Alice is… Alice,” she said.
“She had some kind of premonition while we were out. That something bad would happen between Sadie and her boyfriend.” He sounded skeptical.
“Well, that’s pretty predictable,” Cass said. “But Alice’s premonitions have a good track record.”
“As good as the standing stone’s?”
“Just about.” She followed him inside and began to unpack the groceries.
“Name one thing she’s gotten right.” He pulled out a loaf of bread and put it away in the pantry. “Did she predict the stock market crash of 2008? The last presidential election?”
“She predicted my mother’s death.”
Brian stopped short. “Are you serious?”
Cass nodded. “We were out riding, the five of us. It was a school day and that was our gym class.” She finger quoted the words. “We were homeschooled, you know.”
“The General told me that.”
“Alice reined up in the middle of the trail and began to cry. We didn’t know what had happened. I thought she got stung by a wasp. But she just kept saying, ‘Mom’s hurt. She’s really hurt!’ She was completely hysterical, so I stayed with her while Lena and the others rode like hell to get home. Lena got there first, of course. She found my mother at the base of the stairs where she’d fallen.”
“Cass—”
“Mom had a stroke. A massive one. There’d been no warning. She was thirty-seven, Brian. She lasted a few more days. At least we got to say good-bye, but still…”
“I’m sorry.”
Cass nodded and swallowed past the lump in her throat. Sometimes when she went riding on a crisp, clear fall day she went right back to that time, sitting on her horse next to Alice’s, cradling her sister in her arms as best she could.
“I don’t know how Alice knows these things. Neither does she. Sometimes she hates it, because people don’t believe her, and sometimes the things she knows… well, they’re not pleasant. But she always says them out loud. Always. Even the bad things. Just in case someday she can stop them from happening.”
Brian leaned his forehead against the doorjamb. “Hell. I’m an ass. Someday I guess I’ll learn to keep my mouth shut.” He straightened. “I lost my mom young, too, you know.”
Cass hadn’t known that. “Was she sick?”
“No. Walked into a robbery at a convenience store. Wrong place at the wrong time.”
She read the pain in his features, and suddenly that lump filled Cass’s throat again.
“I’m sorry, too.”
“Yeah, well…” He shrugged. “We’re a little alike, you know. I’m not a big fan of my dad, either. Mom wouldn’t have been there if he hadn’t been too busy gambling all their money away. He’d already lost our ranch; you’d think he might have been a little more careful about his wife.” He turned away, but not before she saw his anguish. “Gotta go bring in the rest of the bags,” Brian said and left the house again.
They were alike, Cass realized. Except his story was worse. She supposed she preferred a distant, workaholic father to a neglectful gambling addict.
Her thoughts churned over what she knew about Brian. The way he’d lost his mother. The way he kept trying to do things for her. She busied herself putting away the groceries, uncomfortable with the feelings welling up inside her. She didn’t know why she was so emotional these days. It was silly. Nothing had changed.
Except Brian was here.
And he was changing everything.
“It’s good to talk about it,” he said, coming in behind her. “I didn’t think that would be the case.”
“We used to talk about Mom a lot,” she told him. “But not so much anymore.”
“Do you find it hard to remember her? What she sounded like? Things like that?” He leaned against the counter and watched her empty the bags.
“When I start feeling like that I pull out the letter she left me and read it again.” She must have done it a thousand times. “It helps.”
“What did she say in the letter?”
“To take care of my sisters and keep them together. That was what she wanted most. To keep up the ranch, since it’s our inheritance. It was hers, you know. The Griffiths have always lived here. They were from Wales originally, if you can believe it. That’s where Alice’s gift comes from.”
“And why there’s a standing stone out there?”
“Maybe.” She smiled. “This really is a special place to us. Mom always told us it was important to keep this link to our past. She would trot us outside every year on the summer solstice, and take us through the maze to the stone. We had to take off our shoes and feel the ground under our soles. She was careful about us wearing shoes the rest of the time, this being a ranch and all, but at that time of year she wanted to make sure we were connected to the land. That’s always stuck with me. We still do it.” The memory of her mother was so clear and bittersweet, Cass found herself blinking against the sting of tears. “I loved her so much. And I love this house—and the ranch. If I lost it—Brian, I don’t know what I’d do. Her memory is everywhere here. It would be like losing her all over again.”
Brian didn’t say a word. Instead, he tugged her into an embrace, his arms a haven from the loneliness that always swept over her when she thought of her mother’s passing. Cass knew she shouldn’t have said anything. She kept spilling her guts to the enemy.
She settled against him, breathing in his warm, male scent. Brian didn’t feel like an enemy at the moment.
Which was more terrifying than anything else.
 
“The night my mother died I was asleep in my bedroom,” Brian told Cass. “I’d gone upstairs early because I hated it when Dad gambled on the game. He always drank, too. If he won, he crowed about it like he was the one who’d scored the touchdowns. When he lost—well, you didn’t want to be around to see that. Besides, we’d already lost so much because of him.”
Cass shifted in Brian’s arms. He kept his hold on her light, but she didn’t push away, so he went on.
“I always wonder what would have happened if Mom had woken me up and asked me to go along—or go for her. I would have. I was young and skinny, but I was tall. Less of a mark than she was after dark.”
“You might have been killed instead,” Cass murmured.
“Yeah. Maybe. Maybe not, too. I was always quick. Always strong. Things would have been different if she hadn’t died.”
Cass nodded against his shoulder. She felt so right in his arms he wondered why they hadn’t met until now. He should have known her all his life.
“The cops woke me and my younger brother up. Dad was bawling in the living room. Bawling. Never seen the man cry before or since. I knew something was really wrong, and when they told me—” Christ, what a night that had been. Brian struggled to keep his voice even. “I hit him. I fucking hit him as hard as I could. He just sat there and took it. Said, ‘Go on. I deserve it.’” Brian broke off. “Shit. Why the fuck couldn’t he have gone to get the fucking milk?”
Cass’s arms snaked around his neck and it was her turn to comfort him. Brian had never told this to anyone. He’d never even talked about it with Grant. He wondered how much his brother remembered of that night. “Nothing worked after that. Dad never got over it. Ended up on disability. Still lives in a dinky little apartment in Wyoming.”
“What about your brother?”
“Grant? He’s a chip off the old block. He’s got a lovely wife. Two kids. He’s about to lose them, he’s being such an idiot.” Brian released Cass and walked away. “I couldn’t stop Dad and I can’t stop him, either. He called me a couple of months ago—he’d taken a second mortgage on the house. Couldn’t make the payments. Too busy gambling his income away every weekend. Marissa doesn’t know. I lent him what I could. You can bet I’ll never see that money again.”
“I’m sorry.” Cass watched him pace the room. “Are you… are you a gambler too?”
He shook his head. “Not like that. Not with money. I just take chances with my life. Part of the job description as a SEAL.”
“That’s different, don’t you think?”
“I don’t know.” He really didn’t. “What I do know is that I’ll do everything I can to make sure you don’t lose this ranch. I can’t give you your mother back, but I can do that much. I know what it feels like to lose your home, and I don’t want that for you.”
Cass crossed the room, took his face in her hands and kissed him.
 
“I’m sorry.” Cass backed away from Brian only moments after she’d begun the kiss. “I… I don’t know why I did that.” Emotion had gotten control of her again. Brian’s raw explanation of his past and his pledge to save her ranch had broken past all her defenses and tugged her right across the room.
“Don’t be sorry.” Brian pursued her, caught her hand in his and hesitated. “I’m going to kiss you again.” He waited for her to stop him.
But she didn’t. And when he leaned down and pressed his mouth against hers, she found herself up on her tiptoes to meet him. She kissed him back hungrily, desperate to prolong the connection his words had forged between them.
She’d always wanted this kind of understanding from a man. She’d hoped Bob would bring it to their relationship, but he’d never been capable of it.
Brian was. His hands slid under her hair as he deepened the kiss, and Cass strained up to be closer to him. Holding on to his wide shoulders, balancing on her toes, she experienced his touch with her whole body. She wanted more.
So much more.
She wanted this closeness to go on and on. Could she possibly allow Brian into her life?
Could she marry him?
She pulled back, breathing heavily. Brian stepped closer, dropped his hands to the small of her back and enclosed her in a true embrace, seeking her mouth again. She let him find it, loving the feel of his muscled arms around her. She was safe here. She could relax.
She could let him tease her, igniting a burning hunger inside her she hoped someday he’d quench with his body.
Cass knew she was sliding into the same dangerous territory she’d sworn she’d never enter again with any man, but she had no resistance to Brian. Maybe she’d been premature in promising to forego love forevermore. Brian was different than Bob.
Different than any man she’d met before.
And she wanted him.
It was as simple as that. Life was complicated, and maybe she’d get hurt again, but she couldn’t help think the risk was worth it. Maybe if she knew ahead of time she’d end up disappointed she could simply enjoy the ride.
Her heart told her that wasn’t likely, but Cass wasn’t willing to listen anymore. Lost in the sensations of Brian’s hands stroking her back, she simply let him kiss her, and enjoyed every minute of it.
Part of her hoped he’d sweep her off her feet and carry her upstairs, but all too soon, Brian backed away. “It’s getting close to dinnertime,” he said, his voice husky. “Everyone will come home soon. I’ve got an idea. How about I pick up some pizzas and a movie? Think your sisters would like that?”
Cass didn’t know. They rarely watched television and they never ordered in.
“Leave it all to me,” he said and kissed her forehead. “Go relax for a minute. I’ll handle everything.”
He urged her toward the stairs, and Cass did as she was told, her lips buzzing from that intoxicating kiss. Her life was changing whether she was ready or not.
And she kind of liked it.
 
Pizza. He needed pizza. And a good movie that would give him an excuse to cuddle Cass on the couch. A quick check of their TV told him streaming wasn’t an option. He needed to find a DVD somewhere—if they still existed. He made his way back to town, found a couple of movies at a run-down video store and picked up the pizzas he’d ordered on the way.
Just as Brian suspected it might be, the take-out food was a big hit with the Reed women. “It’s not that we don’t eat out,” Alice explained, happily munching a slice after they took their customary places at the table. “It’s just that we never order in.”
“And we don’t usually have someone to go get it for us,” Jo continued. “No one delivers out here.”
They happily consumed the food and were sitting around the kitchen table in a post-carb hangover when someone knocked on the front door.
“Who is it?” Jo asked Alice.
Alice stretched back and patted her stomach. “I’m far too full to get messages from the beyond.”
“It’s probably for you,” Cass told Sadie. “Your customers miss you, you know. You’re so busy with Mark all the time you’re hardly around.”
Sadie’s cheeks pinked. “I’ve caught up with all my orders.” She got up and answered the door. When she returned, she was followed by a tall, husky man. “Cab’s here for you,” she said to Lena.
“Howdy, folks. Sorry to interrupt your meal,” the man said. Dressed in a sheriff’s uniform, he was an intimidating sight. Six foot four if he was an inch, Brian estimated. Well over two hundred pounds.
“Sit down and have a slice, Sheriff.” Cass immediately rose to fetch a plate.
“Don’t mind if I do.”
Brian waited until the man had sat down to reach over the table and offer his hand. “Brian Lake. I’m visiting Two Willows.”
“The General sent him,” Sadie explained. “He’s fixing our house.”
“Good to meet you. I’m Cab Johnson. County sheriff.” The sheriff assessed him momentarily and Brian felt that he’d been categorized and summed up in that brief glance. Cab nodded, as if filing him away for future reference. He took the plate Cass handed him and helped himself to a slice. It was only after he’d taken a bite, chewed and swallowed that he addressed Lena. “Seen that boyfriend of yours lately?”
“Not since yesterday.”
“Picked a fight last night at the Boot. Hasn’t been seen since. I thought you might know where he is.”
Brian watched the women take in this information. Cass looked angry. Jo studied her hands. Alice and Sadie exchanged a glance he couldn’t interpret.
No one seemed surprised.
“Like I said, I haven’t seen him.” Lena helped herself to another slice of pepperoni, unfazed.
“Have you heard from him?”
“No.” She took a bite, and washed it down with a swallow of milk.
“How about you give him a call,” Cab said conversationally.
“What if I don’t want to?” Lena was digging in, but Brian told himself not to get involved. The sheriff had things under control. He wouldn’t want to be interfered with.
“I think you should anyway.”
Brian had to hand it to Cab. He might not be a man you’d notice in a crowd except for his size, but he had presence when he wanted to. He could feel Lena’s desperation growing.
“Fine.” Lena pulled out her phone, tapped it a few times and held it to her ear. “He’s not there,” she said a moment later and shoved her phone back in her pocket.
Cab put his hand out. Lena stared it at a long time. Just when Brian thought she’d refuse, she pulled her phone out a second time, tapped in her code and passed it to the sheriff.
Brian was impressed.
Cab tapped it a few times. “Yeah. Strange he wouldn’t be at Tilly’s Odds and Ends, seeing as it closed about five years ago.” A couple more taps and Cab lifted it to his ear. “Yeah, hey baby to you, too, Scott. Get your ass down to the sheriff’s department. I’ve got a few things to talk over with you.” He paused. “I’m not asking; I’m telling. See you in an hour, or I’m going to start knocking on doors.” He ended the call and handed back the phone. “Thank you for your cooperation. And thank you for the pizza,” he said to Cass. “That hit the spot.”
“Would you like a slice for the road, Sheriff?”
“I wouldn’t refuse it.”
Cass wrapped another slice in several layers of paper towel. Cab nodded his appreciation. Brian stood up as he made to leave. “I’ll walk you out, Sheriff.”
He waited until they were out front by the sheriff’s cruiser, with Two Willows’s front door shut firmly behind him. “This Scott character—he get into fights a lot?”
“Scott Howell’s been in jail three times in the past two years. Not the best candidate for a boyfriend. Lena should show him the door.”
“Maybe he’s had a couple of tough breaks?” Brian hedged.
“He’s given out a couple of tough breaks, you mean. Howell likes to fight. He never throws the first punch—he knows better than that—but he draws trouble like sugar draws ants. He’ll go out to a bar, rile up some drunk cowboy, let the guy take a swing at him and then defend himself like a prizefighter at a championship. I sure as hell wouldn’t let him sniff around any lady friend of mine.”
“Thanks for the information.”
“Now, don’t you go get into trouble sorting this out, either. I’d hate to throw you in jail on your first visit to Chance Creek.” The big man’s lazy smile had Brian thinking Cab might just look the other way if some of that so-called trouble happened.
“I’ll do my best. Hey, have you ever heard of a guy named Mark Pendergrass?” Cass had been awfully worried about Sadie’s disappearances these past few days. Might as well learn what he could.
“Well, shit.” Cab, who’d been leaning against the cruiser, straightened. “Don’t tell me one of the Reeds is dating him, too?”
“Sadie. And she’s not home much these days.”
Cab shook his head. “The General oughtta get home once in a while. I know he’s busy defending our sovereignty and all that, but a man’s got to pay attention to his daughters now and then.”
“I’m in full agreement.” He was, now that he’d seen the way the wind blew at the ranch.
Cab sighed. “Mark Pendergrass is one of the wiliest little shits I’ve come across in years. You want to go after the drug trade in this town, go after him. Hell, he is the drug trade, in a sense.”
“Why don’t you stop him?”
“Because the sucker’s smart, that’s why. He studied chemistry at Montana State. He knows how to stay one step ahead of the Feds. They outlaw one of these fancy new designer drugs and the chemists come up with a new one by tweaking the ingredients a little bit. Pendergrass is one of the best. By the time I have the ability to arrest him for something he’s distributing, he’s on to the next one.” Cab looked at Brian. “Are the Reeds getting into drugs?”
He thought about Alice and Howie. Decided to hold off sharing that information just yet. “Not that I’ve seen. Nothing in their manner suggests any of them are using.”
“You’d know the signs?”
“Yeah.” He’d seen what drugs could do. He ran through everything he’d seen so far. “I’d be surprised to find they’re involved in any of it.” Especially now that he’d warned Alice away from Howie.
“Then get them the hell away from Pendergrass.” Cab studied him. “You’ve got more questions. Lay them on me.”
“What about Bob Finchley?”
“Used to be the overseer here? Nothing I can pin on the man directly, but I’d keep an eye on him, too, if I were you.” He waited a beat. “His name has been linked with Cass, so that’s three of them. You’ve got two more. Who are Alice and Jo seeing these days?”
“Alice let me know today she’s dumping Howie Warner.”
“Damn good thing. Been hearing some rumors about him running errands at all hours.”
“Yeah.” Since Cab already knew about him, he decided to come clean. “Seems he likes to borrow Alice’s car, too. He’s got it now.”
“I’ll keep an eye out for it.”
Brian racked his brain to remember the name of Jo’s boyfriend. He hadn’t ever seen the guy, though Lena had told him he was in and out of the house more than Cass suspected. “Sean. Sean Pittsville? I think that’s it. Jo’s boyfriend.”
“Sean Pittson. Can’t say I’ve got any issues with him other than that she could do a hell of a lot better.”
“So you’re saying none of them are any good?” Just as the General had suspected. Brian wondered if the sheriff was one of his sources.
Cab chuckled sympathetically. “You have your work cut out for you, don’t you?” He narrowed his eyes. “You in the service?”
“Navy SEAL.” It wasn’t something he normally announced, but he figured Cab would understand.
Cab grinned. “The General knows what he’s doing.”
Brian sure hoped so.
“You need any help, you give me a holler. Don’t be fooled. Things might look two bit and ass-backward around here, but that doesn’t mean they can’t get dangerous.”
“I’ll keep my eyes open.”
 
“What is going on with Scott?” Cass asked Lena when the men had left the room.
“I already said I don’t know.” Lena scooted her chair back and stood up, as if about to leave, but Jo stopped her.
“Can’t we have one night without fighting—and without our boyfriends?” She sounded so wistful, Cass immediately regretted attacking Lena. “Brian told me he got us a couple of movies and I want to watch them—all of us together, like old times.”
“Do you even remember the old times?” Lena asked her. Cass wanted to smack her. These days Jo was so caught up in Sean, Cass rarely got to spend time with her, and she couldn’t remember the last time they’d done something as a family.
Oh, Mom, she thought. I’ve really been letting you down, haven’t I? She vowed right then and there she’d make the evening one to remember. Which meant no fighting.
And no boyfriends.
Why Brian’s face slid into her mind at that moment, Cass didn’t know. He wasn’t anyone’s boyfriend. Certainly not hers, despite all that kissing earlier.
“I’m good with that,” Sadie said, interrupting the crazy permutations of her thoughts.
“Me, too,” Alice said.
“Lena?” Jo asked hopefully.
“Sure. Whatever.”
“All right.” Cass began to gather up the plates. “But Lena—please be careful around Scott. I couldn’t stand it if you got hurt.” Breaking her vow already, she thought grimly. He was out of control these days, though.
“He’s never said boo to me,” Lena assured her. “He’s just hot tempered. He likes to throw down once in a while.”
“That’s not normal,” Cass said.
“Isn’t it? It’s what the General does, right? Except when he throws down, thousands of lives are at stake.”
Cass frowned. That wasn’t the same thing at all. As much as the General infuriated her with the way he treated them, she knew he was good at his job—maybe one of the best. “The difference is, the General doesn’t start the wars he’s in. He does what he does to keep our country safe,” she said hotly.
“I’ve talked to Scott, okay? I’ve told him he has to cool it down,” Lena told her.
“Tell him again.”
“We just agreed to have a night in which we don’t fight about our boyfriends,” Jo complained.
“All right, I’ve had my say,” Cass told her. “We’ll forget all about men and watch the show.”
“I’ll forget about Scott,” Lena said with a smart-aleck grin. “But will you be able to forget about Brian? Got a ring on your finger yet?”
Cass tossed a crust of pizza at her. Lena ducked, and it fell at Brian’s feet as he walked into the room. Lena stuck her tongue out at Cass and went back to clearing the table, but she was chuckling, and Cass itched with the desire to toss another crust her way.
Brian scooped the food off the floor and placed it on a dirty plate. “Let’s pitch in and get these dishes done. Jo, you make the popcorn. Cass, do you have a blender? I’ll get the margaritas going.”
“Margaritas?”
“That’s right.” As soon as she fetched the blender, Brian took over, pulled out the drink mixings he’d bought in town and started whipping up the drinks.
“Are popcorn and margaritas a thing?” Cass asked him when she’d run a sink of soapy water.
“They’re our thing now,” he told her.
When they were done in the kitchen, they all staked their places on the couch and easy chairs around the television, and Brian set up the movie. The first one was a Hollywood crime thriller that thoroughly engrossed Cass, as much because of the romantic tension between the male and female leads as the complicated twists and turns of the plot. Once she noticed Alice was following the action on screen with wide, troubled eyes, but then she got sucked into the story again and forgot her sister’s focus.
She didn’t like the scenes that depicted the drug trade in a small town—she doubted any of them did—but the film was so fast-paced it didn’t give her time to dwell on that, and besides, the romance was the main thing.
As they drank, ate, laughed and called out comments at the screen, Cass relaxed for the first time in ages. Even Lena seemed to get into the movie, although she kept checking her phone. Brian had taken a spot next to Cass and when their hands touched as they both reached into their bowl of popcorn, a little thrill sparked through her. She decided to stop thinking about all her problems for a few hours and enjoy the evening thoroughly.
After they’d glutted themselves on popcorn, Brian placed the bowl they’d shared on the table, took her hand and stroked her palm with his thumb. The margarita she was sipping mellowed her out. Warm and comfortable, happy in the company of her sisters, Cass allowed him to ease closer. Everywhere they touched—their thighs, hips and shoulders, she was so aware of him, her nerves tingled.
It was still early when the first movie ended, and Jo immediately cried, “Let’s watch the other one!” In the rush to refill drinks, take turns in the bathroom and load up the second film, Cass didn’t notice Sadie’s absence until it started.
“Where’s Sadie?” she asked as the intro music soared.
“She went out,” Jo said. “Said she’ll be back later.”
Cass sighed.
Family night had been fun while it lasted.
“Who is she with?” As if she didn’t know.
Jo made a face. “Mark, who else? Shh.”
It was impossible for Cass to enjoy herself now. Lena was still on her phone, probably checking up on Scott. Sadie was off chasing a man doomed to let her down.
What was she doing flirting on the couch with a man the General had sent to spy on them all?
Cass stood up again on the pretext of fetching a glass of water. When she came back into the room, she hesitated. Brian patted the cushion beside him, but she held back. Her job wasn’t to fool around with handsome Navy SEALs. Her job was to watch over her sisters. Time to get her priorities straight.
She nodded and smiled at Brian.
But she took Sadie’s empty chair across the room.



CHAPTER 7
Back to square one.
The phrase rattled around Brian’s brain all the following day as he made arrangements for roofing materials and made a thorough inspection of the ranch’s outbuildings. When he showed his list of needed repairs to Lena, she added a few more, but approved it overall.
“Are you going to get the General on board with all that? Maybe he’ll cough up the money since Cass won’t.”
“I’ll talk to Cass first.” He needed to know why she was being so tight-fisted. But first he needed to know why she’d moved across the room from him last night, and why she’d been avoiding him ever since.
Sadie’s absence had something to do with it. She’d snuck out in between films and Cass had immediately stiffened up. Brian understood why, after what Cab had told him. It sounded like Mark was into some heavy stuff. The thing that didn’t make sense was why a man like that would date little Sadie Reed.
Brian had been around the block enough times to spot the symptoms of a heavy drug user. Sadie’s actions didn’t add up. She was far too clear-eyed and present when he was around her to be using the stuff herself. Did she know what her boyfriend was up to? Was she attracted to his bad-boy image?
Or had she settled for what was available to her?
He’d investigate her situation next, he promised himself.
After a quiet, stilted lunch in which Sadie’s chair was conspicuously empty, and Cass spent most of her time looking at her plate rather than catch his eye, Brian decided he needed a change of pace. He spent the afternoon in town, walking the streets and getting a feel for the place. He stopped in at the sheriff’s office and said hello, scoped out the Dancing Boot and Rafters, two local watering holes, noted on which streets the houses and buildings were up and coming, and on which they were fading into disrepair. As he walked, he listened to conversations, spotted places where grown men congregated although it was mid-afternoon on a weekday. He tried to pick up the vibe of the town.
In the end, he ate dinner at the local burger joint, deciding to give Cass some space. He wasn’t sure what he’d learned from his afternoon, except that Chance Creek suffered from the same problems all small towns did.
When he finally drove back to Two Willows and walked into the kitchen around eight, Alice was climbing down from the top of the refrigerator.
“Howie finally texted me,” she said, waving her phone. “He’s bringing back my car. He just left Billings.”
“Did you think at all about what I said?” Brian asked her.
“Yeah. You’re right. I’m done with him. As soon as I get my car back, I’ll tell him.”
She brushed the wrinkles out of the peasant blouse she wore over a pair of white cut-off jean shorts. Her long, tan legs were encased in a pair of cowboy boots. Howie wouldn’t let go of a woman like her easily, Brian thought. Especially not when he felt he could take her car any time he wanted it to cover his tracks.
“Alice—do you trust me?”
She met his gaze and held it, and something told him she wasn’t simply looking at him; she was listening, too. “Yes.”
“How about you give me your phone and let me deal with Howie?”
“Don’t you think I should break up with him myself?” She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Stuff like that is character-building, right?”
“If this was a normal relationship, I’d say yes, but this isn’t normal. Howie’s running drugs in your car. I’d like to handle it.”
She gave him her phone and told him her password. “You realize how unusual this is, right? We Reeds don’t trust anyone.”
“You trusted Howie,” he pointed out. He patted his pockets to make sure he had his keys, and headed for the door again.
“I don’t think I ever really trusted him,” Alice said, following him. “I think I thought being with him was better than being alone.”
“You won’t be alone for long, I promise. Once word gets out that you’ve ditched Howie, you’ll have to beat men off with a stick.” He stepped outside. “I’ll be back with your car. Don’t wait up.”
He waited until he was sitting in his truck to pull out her phone and answer Howie’s text. Howie’s last message had been short.
 
Just left Billings. On my way. See U soon.
 
Alice had texted back a smiley face, but nothing else. Brian thought a moment and began to type.
 
At the Boot with Lena. Pick me up?
 
He waited until Howie texted back.
 
Be there by 10.
 
Brian checked his watch. That gave him nearly an hour and a half. He pulled out and headed toward town. His next stop would be the sheriff’s department again.
 
Cass had just emptied the dryer, and was on her way upstairs, balancing the basket on her hip, when she got a call from Lena. Brian had barely been around all day. She’d seen Lena and Jo head back to the barn after dinner to do the evening chores. Sadie still hadn’t come home, and she peeked out the kitchen window at Alice’s workshop. The lights were on out there, so she must be working away on some project or other.
“Could you get away for a while and come down to the Park?” Lena said without preamble when Cass answered her call. There’s something going on.”
“What kind of something?” Cass turned to look out the window, but the Park, where the hired hands had their trailers, wasn’t visible from here. The light was fading and it was a perfect summer evening, but a chill traced down her spine nonetheless.
“I don’t know. I bumped into three guys in a white Datsun close to there. They were going real slow; trying not to kick up dust. When I tried to flag them down to talk, they swerved around me and took off. I didn’t like the look of things. Never seen them before in my life. I want to ask the hands some questions. Could use a little backup.”
“Where’s Jo?”
“Finishing up at the barn. I don’t want her involved in this. I need someone with a level head.”
Lena’s praise surprised Cass. Her sister generally regarded her with a mixture of exasperation and disdain for favoring household chores over ranch work. “Maybe we should wait for Brian to come back.”
“Are you serious? Have you forgotten he works for the General?”
“No. Of course not.” But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be handy in a situation like this. Cass knew that things between Lena and the hands had been coming to a head for a while. She wished Bob had never come to the ranch, and at the same time realized she couldn’t say the same for Brian.
“Look, I get it,” Lena said candidly. “He seems like a good guy, but we can’t forget who he answers to. If there’s trouble, the General will sic another overseer on us before you know it.”
“I know. You’re right.” Cass heard the frustration in her sister’s voice and understood it all too well. But she didn’t like the idea of strangers driving on the ranch. She liked the idea of confronting the hands even less.
“Are you coming or not?” Lena pushed.
“I’ll be there.”
As Cass walked down to the Park to meet Lena, she couldn’t help wishing that Brian was there despite his connection to the General, but she reminded herself that just a few days ago she hadn’t known the man existed. They’d done all right without his help up until now. The hands might be a surly bunch, but at the end of the day, they knew who paid the bills. They wouldn’t pull anything that would stop the flow of money. Still, the sun was low in the sky by the time she reached the stables.
“Ready?” Lena asked when Cass met her.
“Ready as I’ll ever be. How do you think the hands are going to react when we start poking our noses into their business?”
“They won’t like it one bit.”
“We should wait until tomorrow. It’s getting dark.”
“We need to strike while the iron’s hot,” Lena countered.
They walked on without talking. Cass didn’t relish asking five grown men a bunch of questions they wouldn’t want to answer. But Lena had made it clear she thought they should, and Lena didn’t act on impulse.
The Park was nothing more than a flat stretch of land about a quarter mile from the barn. Hidden from view by the curve of the land, bushy growth between the trailers provided their inhabitants with even more privacy. The trailers were a motley collection of sizes and vintages. The trailer Bob had lived in during his tenure at Two Willows was the newest and largest. The rest ran from a two-bedroom eighties special to a vintage Airstream that used to be second to last in the line. Bob had hauled away the final trailer a month ago—a dilapidated brown and tan affair that the hands had always used for storage. When Cass had confronted him about taking ranch property, he’d laughed in her face and said he’d hauled it to the dump. “You can’t expect anyone to use it; it’s not even fit for storage. It was drawing rats. Some people build real houses for their hands, you know.”
He’d shamed her into keeping her mouth shut, and looking at the cluster of trailers now, Cass thought again he was right. The people who worked their ranch deserved real homes. Maybe if they had them they could replace the rough single men Bob had hired with hardworking couples. Even families.
Still, before this bunch Cass had mostly felt she’d had a good relationship with the men who worked the ranch. Lena had counted many of them as friends. She’d been furious when Bob had let the last group go, but when Cass urged her to call the General about it, Lena had refused. She hadn’t spoken to the General—even on the phone or computer—for years. The most stubborn of the sisters, she’d dug her feet in and the General hadn’t made any effort to bridge the gap.
They were almost to the first trailer—traditionally reserved for the most senior hand—when the door opened and Gary Boyd stepped out.
“Who told him he could move in there?” Cass asked Lena. “He’s not the overseer.”
“Not me.”
Cass quickened her pace. Gary braced his hands on the railing of the small built-on porch and waited for them.
“What brings you two lovely ladies down to the Park at this hour?” he called out as they approached.
“We’ve got a couple of questions for you and the others.” Cass had always disliked the man. He had a way of waiting a beat before answering any questions to let you know he was only talking because he’d decided to, not because you outranked him.
“Let ’er rip.”
“We need the others here, as well,” Lena put in.
“Whatever the lady wants, the lady gets.”
Cass didn’t know how he managed to make the line suggestive, but he did, and she rolled her eyes as Gary swaggered down the steps of the foreman’s trailer, went to its neighbor and rapped his knuckles on the door. “Ed? You in there? The ladies from up at the house have some questions for you. Tell the others to get out here, too.”
Ed must have texted the others, because a minute or so later, Cass and Lena were surrounded by the hands. Cass didn’t like the feel of this, but she didn’t know how to get out of it now.
Lena took command of the situation. “I’ve been seeing traffic on this ranch I don’t understand. I want to know what’s going on.”
“No crime having a few friends over now and then,” Ed said, hitching up his pants and scratching at his waistline.
“A few friends is one thing,” Lena said. “But entertaining half the county? Getting high? Or maybe selling something? That’s another thing altogether.”
Gary leaned in toward her. “See here. You’d better stop throwing around accusations like that.”
“If I partake now and then that’s no one’s business,” Ed added. “What’re you, the morality patrol?”
“I want to know if you’re dealing pot on my ranch,” Lena said.
Cass just wanted to leave before things got any uglier. She’d never felt unsafe at Two Willows, but between Bob’s threats the other day and the way the hands had circled around them now, she didn’t like how this was going.
“Okay. That’s fair enough,” Gary said suddenly, surprising Cass. “You want to make sure we’re not selling pot on your property, we’ll give you a tour of our homes. You can look all you want. You’re not going to find anything like that here.”
After a moment, Ed chuckled. “That’s right. But you will find a mess in mine. Not much of a housekeeper. Never thought it was a problem, seeing as it’s not much of a house.” He turned to lead the way to his trailer. “Me, first.” After a moment, Lena and Cass followed him. “Come right on in.”
“Lena,” Cass said beneath her breath as they moved toward the trailer. This was a dumb idea. A really idiotic idea. What if the men cornered them in there? What if…?
“I’m packing,” Lena whispered as they approached the trailer.
Cass nearly stumbled. That was all they needed—a shootout at the O.K. Corral. But it was too late to stop any of this now. Her sister elbowed her way past Gary and Ed and went inside. There was nothing for it but for Cass to follow. As soon as she stepped in the door, she gasped and fought the urge to pinch her nose.
Trash overflowed a small canister near the sink, which was stacked so high with dirty dishes it was impossible to use the tap. Every inch of the place held paper plates, pizza crusts and take-out containers. Flies buzzed around.
“You’re supposed to keep the trailer in good condition,” Cass told Ed.
“Yeah. I’ll get right on that.” He smirked at Gary.
“Seen enough?” Gary said.
“Hardly.” Lena pulled her phone out of her pocket and began taking photographs. She documented everything. Both men began to get restless. Cass silently begged her sister to hurry up as they made their way through the place. The one bathroom was disgusting. The bedroom was hardly better. When she finally launched herself out the front door again, Cass sucked in deep breaths of fresh air. She’d have to burn her clothes and take a shower when she got home to rid herself of the contamination.
“We’ll give you a week to clean that up before I do another inspection. Otherwise you’ll find your own accommodations,” Lena told Ed.
“You and who else is going to make me?”
“Me and the Board of Health,” Lena said tartly. “Next.”
Thankfully, the next three trailers were in far better shape, although as they passed through each one, the men whose homes had already been inspected seemed to feel the need to inspect all the others. Trailed by the group, Cass was definitely feeling outnumbered.
“Now yours,” Lena told Gary, pointing to one of the eighties specials. “Then we’ll take a look at the foreman’s trailer. You haven’t moved in there, have you? No one gave you permission to do that.”
“I haven’t moved in,” Gary growled at her. “But it should be mine. I was just checking it out.”
Gary’s trailer wasn’t the worst of the lot and wasn’t the best, either. Lena kept taking pictures. When she was done, they headed for the newest one. Cass couldn’t wait to get this whole thing over with, and she braced herself for what they might find as they approached it.
The trailer was starkly empty, clean as a whistle. Almost eerie. As they walked through the trailer, Cass realized she had underestimated Bob. He was either a far more meticulous man than she’d thought he was, or he’d had something he wanted to hide so badly he’d made a clean sweep of it when he’d left.
When they finally trailed outside again, Lena said, “Ed, get your trailer cleaned up. I’m not joking. I appreciate everyone’s cooperation.”
Cass fought to keep her steps even as they walked away. She wanted to run from the ugliness of the encounter. She wanted to set off a few sticks of dynamite. The sun was beneath the horizon now. Soon it would be dark. She picked up her pace. “It didn’t used to be like that,” she said.
“Damn right it didn’t. Things need to change around here,” Lena said.
 
Brian was more than a little gratified to find Cab at the station so late when he arrived. The man ushered him into his office for the second time that day, a plain room with a utilitarian desk, a set of filing cabinets and a couple of chairs for guests.
“Have a seat. What can I do for you?” Cab asked, settling his big frame in the chair behind his desk. He laced his fingers behind his neck and leaned back, signaling his readiness to hear anything Brian might have to say.
Brian filled him in on the situation as quickly as he could. “I don’t know if there’s anything you can do. I intend to meet Howie at the Boot and pass along the message that Alice is no longer interested in dating him.”
“He’s coming back from a trip right now?” Cab asked.
“That’s right.”
The sheriff looked thoughtful. “What I’ll do is pass the message along and make sure he’s got a tail all the way. I’ll join in at the county line. If he makes a mistake, we’ll pull him over and have a look in the car.”
“Alice is concerned she might lose her vehicle,” Brian said, but he passed on the make, model and license plate number.
“Nah. That won’t happen,” Cab assured him as he wrote it down. “Think she’s willing to testify about anything she’s seen?”
“Maybe. I can’t say for sure.” Brian hesitated. “Don’t suppose you’d let me ride along?”
“Can’t do that. But there’s nothing I can do to stop a civilian from driving on Montana’s beautiful highways.”
“Copy that.” He was finally in on the action again, even if it was in a supporting role. Brian’s pulse quickened and he realized he’d missed this.
“Just remember this isn’t a war zone,” Cab said as they left the office together.
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
“Alice? Are you in here?” Cass, standing at the top of the stairs at the entrance to Alice’s studio over the carriage house garages, scanned the large space and finally located her sister at one of the sewing machines at the far end of the room.
She made her way past the cluster of worktables, the racks and racks of completed costumes, and the dressmaker dummies that stood like headless sentries at various points around the room until she reached Alice and tapped her on the shoulder.
Alice, bent over the sewing machine, jumped, which was strange because she wasn’t actually sewing at the moment. She held a swath of green fabric in her hands, and had been running it through the machine, but now the needle was stationary and she’d been staring at the wall instead of working.
“Cass.” She took a deep breath and recovered herself. “Hi. Is Brian back?”
“Brian? No, not yet. Why?” Jealousy pulsed through Cass, an emotion she was becoming far too familiar with these days. Worry for her sister pushed it aside. Alice was paler than normal, her features drawn. “Are you getting ill?”
“No. Just… feeling like a loser.” Alice turned off the machine, balled up the fabric and shoved it into the space between its cabinet and the needle. Cass had never seen her treat a project so carelessly, and her concern grew.
“You’re not a loser.”
“Really? I let Howie steal my car—a half-dozen times. I let him use it to run drugs to Billings and Bozeman.”
Cass’s mouth dropped open. She struggled to find her voice. “Drugs? You didn’t stop him?”
“How could I?” Alice watched her. “Really, Cass? How could I? Without giving him up?”
“That’s just it—why would you want to keep him if he was selling drugs?”
“Not selling; delivering. And I don’t know. I fooled myself into believing that wasn’t what he was doing. I lied to myself. I lied to you. For a man.”
Cass recognized the pain in her sister’s voice. “Oh, Alice—”
“No. Let me say it. I was a fool. I was so, so stupid. If Brian hadn’t made me see what I was doing—what I was possibly throwing away—”
“Brian?” Cass asked again. “What does he have to do with this?”
“Everything. He’s out there right now getting my car back.” Alice picked at the rough edge of her jean shorts. “He made me realize I was worth more than Howie.”
“Of course you are.” Cass fell to her knees and gathered Alice up into her arms. “You’re worth so much more than that. You are so special.”
“I don’t feel very special. I haven’t in a long time.” Alice extricated herself gently and tucked a strand of Cass’s hair behind her ear. “You haven’t, either, have you? Or why would you have stuck with Bob for so long?”
Suddenly Cass didn’t feel like hiding everything anymore. “You’re right. He was awful. Alice, he was—” She almost spilled the beans about the money, but taking in the dark circles under Alice’s eyes, decided it wasn’t the time to add to her misery. “He was an ass,” she finished instead. “He never loved me. He just wanted the ranch.”
“Brian’s not like that, you know,” Alice said. “I don’t feel like running him off the property anymore. He was so kind when he walked me through what Howie had to be doing. He didn’t make me feel bad for hiding the truth from myself.”
Cass nodded. She silently blessed Brian for making Alice see the light. Of course Howie was mixed up in the drug trade. What else would explain the way his silly business took off? She was ashamed of herself for being so caught up in her own affairs she never investigated what Howie was really doing.
Thank God for Brian.
Thank God the General had sent him.
She had to bite back a laugh; she’d never thought she’d think such a thing.
She didn’t know what to make of it, either. She found herself wondering if Brian could help sort out the hands, too.
And the missing money. Maybe if she explained everything that had happened, Brian could pass the news on to the General in a way didn’t end up with them losing the ranch.
Unbidden, a memory surfaced. One she thought of far too often. She’d been seventeen, and had attended a military function on the General’s command. She hated leaving her sisters behind, especially because of her mother’s request that she watch over them, but she’d done so hoping she could persuade him that they were old enough to be on their own now. The last guardian he’d hired to babysit them had developed quite a thing for one of the newer hired hands, and the two of them had indulged in a passionate relationship they carried out at all hours of the night and day—in the family home. Cass had already fielded some awkward questions from Jo, and had tried to reason with the woman to at least keep her escapades out of the house. When she asked the General about the possibility of ditching the guardians altogether, however, he’d laid down the law.
“No guardian, no ranch,” he’d thundered. “Two Willows might have belonged to your mother, but that doesn’t mean it’s yours. I’m the one paying the bills. I’m the one calling the shots. It’s my ranch and I say what goes on there. You don’t like it—leave.”
“What’s going on is a whole lot of fucking,” Cass had yelled back at him in her horror at the threat he’d made. She and her sisters couldn’t leave Two Willows. Her mother was buried there. The standing stone was there. The house was… her haven, for God’s sake. If he took away the ranch, Cass hadn’t known what she’d do.
The General hadn’t slapped her, but he’d wanted to—she’d read it in his eyes—and the desire was as bad as the doing would have been. Her father hated her. She disgusted him. He didn’t care what was happening at Two Willows—or for the ranch itself, even if his own safety depended on it. “Your mother didn’t raise you to use language like that, and I didn’t bring you here to disgrace the family,” he told her in a voice taut with rage. “Get changed. You’re going home on the first flight. I thought you were my daughter. I don’t know who the hell you are.”
He’d gotten rid of the guardian, and replaced her with a grim-faced matron of sixty-two, but that hadn’t made anything better.
Cass closed her eyes, remembering the shame and pain she’d felt that night, second only to her mother’s death and the crushing blow of Bob’s treachery when she’d discovered he was siphoning money from the ranch. Her father had made it perfectly clear. They could lose their home at any time—for something as small as a breach of etiquette. Since then she’d held her breath, waiting for the ax to fall.
She pulled herself together. This wasn’t about her heart; it was about Alice’s.
“Why don’t you call it quits for the night and come back to the house?” she asked.
“All right. I’m not getting anything done, anyway.”
Darkness had fallen, and the maze loomed large in the light of the moon that was just rising in the east. Both of them hesitated when their path drew near it.
“I’m afraid to ask any questions tonight,” Alice said tiredly. “I’m afraid it will tell me I’m destined for a nunnery. At least you’ve got Brian.”
Cass’s heart throbbed, but with the memory of her father and Bob’s betrayals so fresh in her mind, she didn’t dare think of falling in love with another man. “I thought we decided not to let that happen.”
“One of us should be happy.” Alice squeezed her shoulders. “Why shouldn’t it be you?”
 
When the flashing red lights sprang to life on Cab’s cruiser, Brian, lagging behind in his truck, was ready. He kept well back as Howie, in Alice’s car ahead of Cab, sped up at first, changed lanes, changed back and finally pulled to the side of the road. Howie had been driving erratically for several miles and Brian wondered what was going on. Was he fiddling with his phone? Getting high? He obviously hadn’t noticed the sheriff’s cruiser behind him until Cab turned on his lights. Then Howie must have panicked, but quickly realized he couldn’t pull off an escape in Alice’s old beater.
Brian pulled off the side of the road behind Cab and waited for the sheriff and his deputy to make their initial approach. A few minutes later, Alice’s car’s doors opened. A thickset man with a scruff of beard and a wiry mop of hair got out of the driver’s side. A tall man with dark hair and a square jaw got out of the passenger side. A moment later, Sadie followed suit.
Brian swore. He climbed out of his own truck and strode toward the action. Cab, noticing him, waved him over.
“An unexpected surprise,” he murmured, nodding at Sadie, who looked miserable as she stood aside and watched the deputy frisk the men. She hugged her arms across her chest, but that couldn’t hide the plunging neckline of the slinky black dress she wore. It didn’t fit with her youthful face. Neither did her heavy makeup. She looked like a teenager trying to play the part of a mature woman, but this was far more serious than a youthful prank. “Come on. Maybe she’ll talk with a friendly face around.”
The sheriff drew Sadie away from the others as backup arrived in the form of two more sheriff’s department cruisers.
“Spill it,” he said without preamble when they stood some distance down the road.
“I’ve got nothing to say.”
“Sadie, I’m taking it easy on you on account of who your father is. You should by all rights be leaning against that vehicle getting searched, too, on your way to the lockup. So let’s try this again. What the fuck were you three doing tonight in your sister’s car?”
“We weren’t doing anything wrong.”
“Really? Because my deputy is about to open those packages we found in the back. Want to fess up before he does? It’ll go better for you than if you wait. Looks like a big shipment.”
Sadie’s gaze darted around them as if she was looking for a way out. Cab must have sensed it, too. He took a step nearer, blocking her escape. “You can’t run away from this. Tell me what you know.”
“For God’s sake. It’s just a bunch of pot, okay? Big deal. It’s practically legal everywhere anyway.”
Brian wasn’t buying her bravado. All he could think about was the photo collage back at USSOCOM. Sadie was still young, and maybe she needed to rebel against something, but all of those photos had shown a bright eyed, intelligent woman working from sunup to sundown in her garden, and he’d heard from her sisters how people came from far around for her natural cures. He’d bet his life this foray into criminal activity had far more to do with Mark than her own inclinations.
“You like to partake?” Cab asked her. “If I go look at that garden of yours, will I find you’ve got a crop growing?”
Sadie’s disgusted reaction was too genuine to doubt. Besides, Brian was sure he’d have noticed if the Reeds had a grow-op on their ranch.
“There’s no pot on Two Willows. Mom would spin in her grave. We don’t need that stuff to feel—” She broke off and shrugged. Brian knew what she meant, though. They had the standing stone, the maze and their family’s mythology. They didn’t need to smoke to make the world less mundane.
“The thing is, Sadie, I don’t have to look in those packages to know they don’t contain pot,” Cab told her. “So I need to know whatever it is you know.”
For the first time, Sadie lost her bravado. “What do you mean they don’t contain pot? Of course they do.”
“You want to wager money on that? It would be a bad bet.” Cab turned and gestured to one of the deputies buzzing around Alice’s car. “Art? What’ve you got?”
The man trotted over. “Meth, pills, coke. You name it, it’s in there. Department is going to have a field day.”
Sadie lifted a hand to cover her mouth, and shook her head. “That’s not true. Mark wouldn’t be involved in anything like that.”
“Honey, Mark’s in it up to his eyeballs,” Cab contradicted. “He’s the one cooking up half this shit, and he’s going down for a good long while if I’ve got anything to say about it. So what I want to know is how many times you’ve shot up with him?”
“Never. I swear! I’ve never done anything like that. I don’t even smoke his pot. I mean—I tried it once, but—”
“Art, take her to the station. Get her statement.”
A tear snaked down her cheek. “Cab, I swear—I didn’t—” Sadie’s voice rose in desperation. “Dad—the General,” she corrected herself, and Brian’s heart ached for her, “He’ll be furious. He’ll take the ranch. He’ll—”
Cab, towering over her, stared down at Sadie for a long moment before softening. “Okay, settle down. You’re not going to lose the ranch.”
“You don’t know that! He’s always looking for an excuse—” Her bravado long gone, Sadie’s tears ran freely, and Cab touched her arm.
“You swear you never took any of that junk?”
She nodded vigorously. “I swear. Except the pot—just once. I swear on my mother.”
“Okay,” Cab said. “I’m going to believe you. This time. You go with Art and tell him everything. You don’t leave anything out. But if I ever see you near any of these yahoos again, I’ll find a way to bust your ass and put you in jail. Because your parents raised you better than that.”
Sadie’s face crumpled. She turned away and a moment later, her shoulders heaved with her sobs.
Cab exchanged a long look with Brian. “That man has got to come home and clean up the mess he’s made,” the sheriff said. “If you’re in touch with the General, you tell him I said that.”
Brian nodded. “Will do.”
He took Sadie’s arm and Art led the way to a police cruiser where he let Brian install Sadie in the backseat without comment. Brian followed the cruiser in his truck. By the time they left the sheriff’s department several hours later, Sadie was a mess. She’d sobbed non-stop through giving her statement, and her shame and embarrassment were far too obvious for any doubt to remain in his mind. She’d participated because she wanted a boyfriend, not for the thrill or for the money. Brian felt for her, but on the other hand, he thought the pain she felt tonight might save her a world of heartache later on. He’d had a private word with Cab, who told him Mark had tried to implicate Sadie in the operation, but Howie had the decency to say she was just along for the ride.
“I’m inclined to believe him,” Cab finished up. “But Two Willows keeps cropping up lately when we’re talking about the drug trade. That’s not good. You’d better look into it.”
“I mean to.”
He’d get on that as soon as he got Sadie home to her sisters. Alice would be devastated when she found out what had happened tonight.
Cass, too.
He wasn’t looking forward to the confrontation to come.
 
Cass was curled up on the sofa paging through a magazine when she heard soft footsteps in the hall. She thought it was Alice coming back from the kitchen with the cup of tea she’d gone to get, but instead it was Jo heading toward the stairs, Tabitha pattering along at her heels. At least Sean wasn’t with her. She hadn’t seen him since she put her foot down about him moving in.
But given what Jo had said, that didn’t mean much.
“Good-night,” she called.
Jo hesitated, her hand on the bannister. Tabitha kept going. “Night.”
When she didn’t continue up to her room after the cat, Cass patted the cushion beside her. “Come talk for a minute.” She held her breath, wondering if Jo would come, and sent a silent thank you to the universe when she did.
Jo curled up beside her on the sofa like she’d used to do when she was much younger. Cass put an arm around her, grateful to spend a few minutes with her. “What did you do tonight?” she asked.
Jo stiffened under her touch, and immediately Cass wished she could take the question back.
“Not much. Just hung out at Sean’s place.” Jo kept her face turned away, and plucked a tiny piece of lint from the couch.
“Was he playing video games?” Cass knew sometimes Jo watched him play for hours. She couldn’t imagine anything more boring.
“No. Not tonight.”
What were the magic words to get her sister to open up to her? Cass wondered. Her mother would have known.
“Is everything all right?”
Jo tensed again. “Yes.”
No, it wasn’t, Cass knew. “Did you and Sean have an argument?”
“No.” Jo sat up, pulled away from her and hugged her arms to her chest. “I wish…”
“What do you wish?” Cass prompted, sitting up, too.
“I wish we were young again. I wish Mom was here.”
Cass nodded. “I know, honey. Me, too.” When Jo softened against her again, Cass put her arms around her and held on. Mom, she thought. Please—I need help here.
She was hoping an instruction manual would fall from the sky, or perhaps she’d have some sort of epiphany. Instead, the front door flung open and Brian strode in, followed more slowly by Sadie, who was wearing the hideous, slinky dress she’d tried on for them before. Cass took one look at her smeared makeup and her heart sunk.
“What happened?” She let go of Jo and stood up, the better to brace herself against whatever new calamity was about to unfold.
Brian gestured Sadie forward. “Better just tell them,” he said.
Alice appeared around the corner, cup of tea in hand. “What’s going on? Sadie? What’s wrong?”
“You didn’t sense it?” Sadie asked flatly.
“Sense what?” Alice looked as lost as Cass felt.
A tear slid down Sadie’s cheek and she swallowed. Cass could see she’d been crying for some time. “Did Mark do something?” she asked. Please let him not have hurt her. She didn’t know what she’d do if he had.
“Not exactly,” Brian said. “But he was involved in a little business transaction—along with Howie, wasn’t he, Sadie?” he prompted. The SEAL looked all too dangerous tonight. He stood behind Sadie, and Cass had the feeling he meant to corral her in the living room until she confessed to whatever had happened.
“We got pulled over,” Sadie managed.
“We?” Alice echoed.
“Me and Mark. And Howie.”
“Howie? I don’t understand.” Alice paled. “Why were you with Howie?”
“Because he and Mark… work together,” Sadie said. “Mark… He… he fills the orders Howie ships.”
This was far worse than Cass had ever imagined. “Drugs?” she asked.
“All kinds, right, Sadie?” Brian prompted.
“I didn’t know.” Sadie’s tears were falling thick and fast. “I feel like an idiot. I thought it was… pot. I know that doesn’t excuse it—”
Cass covered her face with her hands, and sank back down on the couch. She had failed. Completely and totally failed. Her mother had trusted her with her sisters’ safety and she’d let Amelia down in every way. A tear slid down her own cheek as she fought for control and she scraped it away with the sleeve of her shirt. Nausea clawed its way into her throat. Drugs. Dangerous men. What else had she missed?
“You knew Mark was giving Howie drugs to deliver? And you didn’t say anything?” Alice’s voice slid higher as she spoke.
“You had to know what was going on,” Sadie cried. “I’ve seen you with him when he was supposed to be delivering. Don’t pretend to be innocent!”
Cass looked up at this last bit of information. Alice looked as shocked as she felt. She was breathing fast, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “You knew I could be in danger and never said a thing?”
“It was Mark’s fault, not mine,” Sadie retorted, but her flushed face told Cass she was mortified at the outcome of her actions. “It wasn’t supposed to be anything serious. Just pot, not pills or…or meth!” Her eyes welled up again. “I hate men. I hate all of them. I will never trust another one as long as I live!”
“I will never trust anyone as long as I live! Least of all you!” Alice rushed toward the kitchen and a moment later the back door slammed shut. With a cry, Sadie raced upstairs to her room, and the slam of her bedroom door rattled through the house.
Cass, still breathless with shock, faced Brian. “Meth?”
He nodded.
“But—”
Jo stood up beside her. “I’ll go talk to Sadie,” she said unevenly.
“Thank you,” Cass managed. She didn’t think she could talk to anyone right now. Sorrow warred with shame within her. How had everything gone so far astray? If only she and her sisters had kept to themselves, the way they used to, maybe they could have avoided this heartbreak. Maybe Sadie was right; maybe they needed to give up on men.
“Rough night for everyone, huh?” Brian said quietly when they were alone.
“Yeah, you could say that.” A thought occurred to her. “How much of this are you going to relay to the General?”
“Cass, come on. You know me better than that.”
“No,” she said a little wildly. “I don’t.” Every man they knew was turning out to be trouble. How was she supposed to trust anyone?
He ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. You don’t. I want to change that, you know. I want you to know me better than…” He looked around for a comparison. “Better than this house.”
“That’s pretty well.” Despite everything that had happened, Cass had to smile a little. She knew this damn house like the back of her hand. She’d fixed about every part of it, hadn’t she?
If only she knew how to fix this latest disaster.
He moved closer. “The way I see it, we’re in this together. I’m not going to rat you out to the General. I’m glad we found out what was going on before things got worse, though. It bugs me that Howie and Mark were both in on it—both talking to each other without anyone but Sadie knowing.”
“It bothers me that Sadie never told Alice. I never figured her for keeping secrets like that.”
“Why not? You’re keeping a bunch of them, aren’t you?”
She sucked in a breath at the accusation. When she didn’t answer, he went on. “What’s going on with the money? Did Bob take it?”
Cass closed her eyes. She’d wanted so badly for no one to know. Trust Brian to be the one who figured it out. Finally, she nodded. “He stole about thirty grand, near as I can make out.”
Brian whistled. “Thought it had to be something like that. Why didn’t you turn him in?”
“The General has waited for years for an excuse to take Two Willows from us. I’m not going to hand it to him.”
“Wait. Hold up. Take it from you?”
She could tell he didn’t believe her. “That’s right. He’s never wanted us here, not since Mom died.”
“But—” Brian broke off. “I don’t think you’ve got that right. He’s proud of this ranch.”
Cass shook her head at him in disbelief. “Maybe. But he’s not proud of us. We can’t let him know anything’s happened. Promise me, Brian. Or I swear, I will run you off no matter what that takes.”
Brian crossed his arms over his chest, wanting her to know that wasn’t possible, but in the end he only said, “I’ll keep your secrets—if you start being honest with me. If we can find a way to get the ranch back on track without him knowing about it, mum’s the word. Otherwise, I’ve got to tell him about Bob, at least.”
“Don’t tell him about Alice and Sadie. They won’t make the same mistake twice, I guarantee it. I doubt you’ll see them with any man after this.”
“We’ll see about that,” Brian said enigmatically. “It’s late. Let’s talk more tomorrow. You and I had better sit down soon and go through those books.”



CHAPTER 8
When Brian came down to find Lena loitering in the kitchen the next morning, he instantly knew she had something she wanted to say to him. Instead of asking her outright, however, he moved to fix himself a simple breakfast of toast and fruit, figuring she’d speak up when she was ready. She fiddled with the calendar hanging on the wall near the refrigerator, then suddenly asked, “Have you ever worked below-decks on a Nimitz-Class?”
“An aircraft carrier?” Somehow he doubted that was really what she wanted to know, but he remembered the weed-whacker she’d been disassembling the first time he met her. She was definitely interested in motors. “I’m a SEAL, not a technician. Sorry.” He hid a grin. Was he actually apologizing for being a SEAL? That was a first.
“Ah.” Her disappointment was clear, but still she lingered. “You ever deal with insubordination?”
Brian laughed outright. “Hell, yeah. Dished it out a bunch, too.”
“Right. Is that why you’re here?”
That was a little too close to the mark. “I’ve gotten myself into a little trouble now and then,” he hedged.
“If you tell someone to do something, and they don’t do it, then what? Without asking someone else to take over?”
Brian sat down at the table with his food. “That’s always the issue, isn’t it? The Navy has some pretty strong built-in fail-safes to stop a mutiny in its tracks. Everyone involved knows what they are. The disincentives outweigh the incentives most of the time. Don’t want to find yourself in front of a firing squad, so to speak.”
“Makes sense.” She hesitated. “See you around.”
Her abrupt dismissal of the topic didn’t fool him, but again he knew he couldn’t push too hard. “Lena, let me know if there’s any way I can help… without taking over.” He didn’t think she’d go for that, but he figured he might as well put it out there. He wondered who was giving her trouble. The hands?
She shrugged. “I’ll be in the Park around one,” she said, confirming his guess. She left without saying more, but Brian got the message. He decided he’d be in the Park around one, as well. In the meantime, he had an errand to run in town.
An hour and a half later, he stood at the center of the hedge maze and stared up at the standing stone. He had to admit it had a certain presence. About ten feet tall, an irregular rectangle, its surface was rough to the touch—warm from the sun.
The bright sun that had dawned this morning was fading, though, in advance of storm clouds on the horizon. Brian had squinted at them on his way to the maze and judged he had a little time before it hit. Enough for what he wanted to do. Alice had weathered some hard blows in the last few days, and he hadn’t been kind when she told him about her premonitions. He wanted to make up for that if he could.
Still, the stone held his attention. Who had decided to erect this monument? Why go through the trouble? That ancestral Welshman, maybe, who’d lived near some megalith in his homeland and wanted to recreate it here?
He didn’t believe it really gave answers. When the wedding invitation had slapped him in the face, he’d made use of the incident to give Cass a hard time and press his case, but it seemed to him the card could have been interpreted any number of ways. Since Cass had interpreted it to mean they would marry, did that mean she hoped they would? It was a cheering thought.
Brian placed both hands on the stone’s warm surface, drawn to it somehow. He shut his eyes a moment, wanting to feel the rock rather than see it. It had its own strength and his sense was that its presence here was old. It belonged right here on this ranch in a way he wanted to.
Will Two Willows ever be my home?
Brian opened his eyes and pulled back, letting his hands drop to his sides, uncomfortable with what he’d just done. That didn’t count, he told himself. He hadn’t asked the stone a question—not really. He turned his back on it and faced the bench he’d purchased in town. He busied himself looking for the perfect location for it. Far back enough to be able to see the standing stone without craning your neck. Close enough to still feel its presence.
There he went again.
Brian told himself to get a grip, but as he adjusted the bench, the back of his neck prickled, as if he was being watched. He checked reluctantly, already knowing no one was there, and wasn’t surprised to find himself still alone. When he went back to shifting the bench into place, however, the space between his shoulder blades began to tingle, as if a sniper had him in his sights. If one did, he was a goner, he told himself, but unless that sniper was in a helicopter, there was no way anyone had a bead on him in the heart of the maze. You couldn’t see the center from an upper story window in the house or carriage house. He was alone here.
Except for the stone.
A crackle behind him made him spin around. Just the breeze rustling the grass on the pathways… and a bit of trash caught in the lower branches of one of the hedges. He went to pocket it, planning to throw it away later. The faded paper was so windblown and parched he couldn’t tell what it once had been. A newspaper article, maybe. Once there had been a paragraph of writing on it, but he couldn’t make out any of the words.
Except one.
Yes.
Brian swallowed hard and glanced at the stone, wondering if it was his answer. He wanted it to be, but that made him just like Cass—seeing what he wanted to see.
Had Cass seen what she wanted to see, though? She’d seemed upset when the stone confirmed he would marry her, and he’d been a stranger at the time. No sane woman would have wanted him then.
Was the stone an independent force?
He was going soft. Brian crumpled up the paper, shoved it in his pocket. Turned back to the bench and adjusted it again.
“You got an answer, didn’t you?”
Brian jumped. “When did you get here?” he asked Alice.
“Just now.” She nodded at his pocket. “What did it say?”
“Nothing.” He smoothed a hand over his jeans.
“What did you ask it?”
She wouldn’t let it go, would she? Maybe it was time to trust her a little bit. “It said I’ll stay here and make Two Willows my home.”
She gazed at him thoughtfully. “You must have asked it if you would, then. Which means you want to.”
“You’re right,” he admitted. Alice might be a little fey, and a little gullible where men were concerned, but she was no dummy.
“Do you love my sister?” She drew closer, caught sight of the bench and her eyes lit up. “Oh, it’s beautiful.”
“It’s for you. An apology. I didn’t mean to hurt you when I doubted your premonitions.” He realized they had come true. Sadie had gotten into trouble with Mark. Maybe Alice did see the future sometimes.
Not always, though. She hadn’t predicted how things would turn out with Howie.
Shock, incredulity and something else flashed across Alice’s face. Something like… gratitude. The tears in her eyes made Brian wince.
“Why are all of you so surprised when someone treats you right?” he asked.
“Because it happens so seldom. I knew a change was coming,” she rushed on. “I felt it. Before you even arrived. Now it’s happening.” Her expression faltered. “I didn’t know it would include so much heartache, though.”
“How are you doing today?”
She sat down on the bench and ran her hand over the wood. “Okay. A little wiser, I guess. I don’t want to think about my problems right now, though.” She looked up. “I knew you were here for Cass the day you arrived, you know. I saw a connection between you—a strong one. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to scare either one of you, but you knew it, too, didn’t you?”
Brian wasn’t sure how to answer that without giving away the General’s plan. “I guess that’s true. Anyway, I want to stay now. And I want to be with her.”
“I’m glad.” She smiled a little wistfully. “I feel… I feel like you will be with her.”
“You do?”
She nodded. “I wonder if there’s someone out there for me?”
“Last night you said you were done with men,” he reminded her gently.
“Last night I was.”
“I definitely think there’s a man out there for you,” he said, thinking of Jack. “I think you’ll meet him before you know it.”
She smiled again. “Now who’s having premonitions?”
 
When Cass spotted the storm clouds piling up in the west, she raced to the attic to make sure she had plenty of buckets and they were positioned under each leak she knew about. Brian had told her he’d ordered shingles, and she hoped they got here before the roof gave out once and for all.
As she made her way downstairs looking for him, she had to admit she was relieved she had someone else to talk to about household problems. Lena was the only other practical person at Two Willows, and she was so tied up with the cattle operation—and the ornery hired hands—she had little time or interest in the state of their home. Which reminded her; she needed to set up a time with Lena to inspect Ed’s trailer again, something she wasn’t looking forward to at all. This time they’d better bring backup, she decided. She’d talk to Brian about that.
On the second floor, she thought about checking in with Jo, but when she got to her bedroom, it was empty. Clothes and other items were scattered all over. The bed half-heartedly made, but rumpled. If only Brian could sort her out, too.
She sent a text, got no answer, but that was par for the course with her sister, who compared cell phones to an electronic leash, and consistently turned hers off. Cass headed to the barns next. She spent a half hour looking for her in all the outbuildings, to no avail.
Making her way back toward the house, she didn’t see Jo in the gardens or the greenhouse. She headed for the maze next. Jo was just as apt to go there as the rest of them if she needed a chance to think. Cass traced the paths as she had so many times before, thinking of the message she’d gotten the last time she’d come here.
What if the stone was right and Brian really was the man for her? Sometimes she almost believed it. It was hard to allow herself to think about finding a partner when the possibility that she was wrong—that she was doomed to go through life alone—loomed so large. She’d been impressed with the way he’d sorted out Alice’s problems with Howie—and rescued Sadie from the trouble she’d gotten herself into. She liked the way he talked to Lena as an equal—not just a girl playing cowboy. She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t attracted to him.
It took a lot more than that to make a life with a man, though. Cass continued to follow the twists and turns of the paths. Trust, for one thing. Respect. A common vision of the future. Loyalty. He still answered to the General, after all.
She met Alice halfway to the center. “Have you seen Jo?”
“No, but you have to see what Brian’s done.” She hesitated, frowning suddenly. “Cass…”
“What is it?” Cass stepped closer in concern. Alice had a look on her face she couldn’t interpret.
“I don’t know. Something—” She broke off and searched Cass’s face. “Be careful. But… it’s all right if you’re not careful.” Alice shook her head, obviously as confused as Cass was by this unusual bit of advice. “I don’t know why,” she said before Cass could speak up. “That’s all I’m getting. Have you seen Lena?”
“No. Not lately. Why?”
Alice shook her head again. “I don’t know. There’s too much coming at me all at once. She shouldn’t be with Scott. He’s not right for her.”
“Of course he’s not right for her. If you see her, tell her I said that and you agree. Maybe she’ll come to her senses.”
“Maybe.” Alice hurried on toward the house, leaving Cass to continue, wondering what would happen next. If Alice was sensing trouble, trouble was sure to come sooner or later. She’d talk to Brian, then go after Jo, she decided. And when Jo was in hand, she’d help Alice find Lena—and Sadie. She’d keep her sisters close today, just in case.
A short time later, she rounded the final twist in the path and came to a stop. Brian was bent over a beautiful, rustic wooden bench and as she watched, he gave it a little twist and push, settling it into the ground in what he seemed to feel was the perfect location. He straightened, took a step back, surveyed it and nodded.
Then he flopped down on it, reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a slip of paper. Cass wondered what it was. It had to be meaningful because Brian stared at it a long time before crumpling it up in his fist and sighing. He looked up at the stone. “I hope you’re telling the truth.”
Cass stilled. Had he asked it a question and received a response? She hadn’t expected that. Like most people, he’d treated the whole thing as a big joke, and she couldn’t blame him. You had to live with the stone, see it get things right over and over and over again before you stopped trying for logic and just accepted what was.
Suddenly conscious she’d intruded on a private moment, Cass stepped back, but she must have made a sound because Brian was on his feet in an instant.
“Cass? Is something wrong?”
“No. Nothing’s wrong.” If you didn’t count the missing money, the rebellious hands, Alice’s premonitions, Jo’s disappearance and the multiple buckets even now waiting to catch the leaks from the oncoming storm.
“Good.” He glanced at the stone. “Oh, I can leave you alone, if you like…”
“No, I was looking for Jo. I’m not sure where she’s gotten to.”
“Are you worried about her?” He gestured to the bench. “Why don’t you sit down?”
“Okay.” Cass did, admiring its beautiful construction. Brian sat down beside her.
“You don’t mind, do you? That I put it here? Seemed like a good place for one.” He looked a little sheepish. “After making fun of Alice, I figured it was the least I could do. She seemed to like it.”
Cass studied him and wondered again if he was truly a different breed from the men she’d known—or if he was just more devious. She wanted to believe there were good men in the world, but with the year she was having, that was hard.
“It was a lovely thing to do.”
“Well, I’ve waltzed in here and trespassed on your hospitality. I know you don’t want me here. Figured I’d better start making myself useful or you’ll never change your mind.”
His grin made it hard for her to keep hold of her common sense. “Can I ask you something? Why did you take this particular mission?”
He dropped his gaze to his hands resting on his knees. “I didn’t have much of a choice. You rarely do with missions, you know.”
“Does the Navy really allow Army generals to send their SEALs to Montana?”
“Not usually.” Brian sighed. “I fucked up. Big time. Ran a mission wrong, got in a mess of trouble. Navy wanted to keep things as quiet as possible, so I needed to disappear.”
“And what better place to disappear to than Chance Creek, Montana?”
“I guess that about sums it up. I’m on my way out of the military, Cass. I don’t know what kind of paperwork they’re doing back there, but the end result is I won’t be a SEAL anymore. I need to carve out a new future.”
“So you arrived at Two Willows and decided you’d like to stay?”
“Something like that. I guess I should tell you… I’d seen your picture before. Been staring at it for weeks before I got here.”
That set her back. “Really? Where?”
“At the base. Your father’s got pictures of you all over the place. You and your sisters. And your mother. Most of all your mother.”
“He does?” Cass couldn’t fathom it.
“I think your dad cares more about you than you know.” He raised up his hands to ward off her protests. “I don’t agree with the way he shows it. I’m just saying.”
“We’re not talking about the General. We’re talking about you.” She needed to keep this conversation on track. She’d mull over what he’d said about the photographs later when she was alone.
“This ranch pretty much sums up what I’ve always wanted. A home. Land. Cattle, because that’s in my blood. When I’m feeling really optimistic, a wife and a family. I can’t stop thinking you’re the right woman to make that family with.”
Longing throbbed through Cass, leaving her empty of everything except the desire to make his words true. Linking her life to Brian, facing the world with him at her side, establishing a haven at the ranch for all her sisters for years to come. She couldn’t imagine a better future than that.
Brian reached to cup her chin as he bent to kiss her. A raindrop hit Cass’s forehead at the same time, then another, as his mouth brushed hers once, twice, and he wrapped her in an embrace Cass felt like she’d been waiting for her entire life.
“I want you,” Brian murmured against her cheek. “More than I’ve got a right to, given we just met. I don’t know what it is about you.” He kissed her again.
Cass knew she should stop him, knew this was going too far, too fast, but instead she found her hands braced on his chest, her fingers digging into the fabric of his shirt. As his arms tightened around her, she melted against him, conscious of nothing but the taste of him. His warmth.
His strength.
Thunder rumbled overhead and the spatter of raindrops hardened into a shower, but neither of them pulled away. Something shifted in Cass as lightning crackled across the sky, and need inundated her like the rain coursing toward the ground. She’d thought she’d had it under control. She’d thought she’d liked doing everything herself. But as Brian’s kiss intensified she realized she’d only been holding her needs in check by the barest thread.
She wound her arms around his neck and clung to him as thunder rolled across the ranch and echoed through her. Brian tightened his hold on her, crushing her against his body. Desire sparked a flame inside her no amount of rain could put out. When lightning shot down from the sky again, hit the earth somewhere close by, far more powerful than any of her tame explosions, her nerves resonated with it, thrilling to life as Brian caressed her and she opened her mouth to let him deepen the kiss. She didn’t want the controlled, barren existence she’d planned for herself. She didn’t want to keep everything she felt inside all the time. She slid her hands over his shoulders, and clung to him as another wave of longing swept over her, leaving her breathless and gasping, wanting to be closer to Brian as the rain soaked her hair and turned her clothing sodden.
Brian was murmuring something in between his kisses. Endearments. Prayers. Lightning struck again, closer this time—like her fireworks, but so much better—because the lightning wasn’t a substitute for her feelings; each bolt that struck the earth echoed the electric sensations jolting through her body. Cass fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, her mouth on his and when she couldn’t get them open, she pulled with all her might. Buttons popped. Fabric tore. She splayed her hands over his muscled chest.
Good. He felt so good.
“Cass—are you—”
She wasn’t here for conversation. Lightning shattered the sky and Cass tugged her own shirt over her head. She reached behind for the catch of her bra and found Brian’s hands there before her. When it came free, her breasts spilled out of the cups and she tossed it away, eager for his touch. He didn’t disappoint her. Palming one and then the other, he leaned down to take a sensitive nipple into his mouth.
Cass gasped and arched back, reveling in the sensation as Brian went on a sensual journey with his mouth, teasing her, tugging, nipping and laving until she thrummed like a string pulled tight on a bow. She reached for the button of his jeans, got it open, reached in and closed around him.
Yes.
Lightning crashed again. Dimly, Cass realized the danger. They were out in a storm. The rumble of the thunder echoed overhead only moments later. But when Brian kicked off his boots, tugged his pants off and tossed them aside, all thoughts of leaving flew from her mind. He slowed down as he shucked off his boxer briefs, however, as if wanting to give her time to change her mind.
She wasn’t going to change it. She kicked off her boots, slid off her shorts and panties, and let him get a good, long look. Her skin was hot despite the rain and she ached for him.
“Protection?” he asked. Standing face to face in the pouring rain, only a step between them, stripped bare, Cass thought she’d never felt so alive. Brian’s body was a masterpiece of long lines and sharp planes. She didn’t think she’d ever seen a man so shaped by his trade. If war had been a cruel mistress, Brian had been an excellent student.
“I’m not… I’m not on the Pill.” She never could stand the headaches it gave her.
“I don’t have… anything.”
The rain poured down in rivulets off his short hair, down the ridge of his nose and over his lips. Cass knew they’d gone much too far to stop now.
It’s okay not to be careful, she heard Alice say again in her mind.
“I’m clean,” she whispered. She didn’t know if he heard her over the rumble of thunder.
“I’m clean, too, but without protection this is more than sex, Cass.” He stepped forward. Put his hands on her hips. “It’s a promise. A promise we’re in it for the long haul. Forever. Are you going to be my wife? Because otherwise the answer is no.”
Cass knew she needed to stop. She needed to think.
But her body had already made up its mind.
She placed her hands on his chest again, her heart thundering against her ribs. She was right where she wanted to be, despite the dangers. Brian’s touch had cracked her heart wide open and she couldn’t stop what he had started. She couldn’t go back. She wanted to touch him. Wanted to feel… everything.
Brian met her with open arms and swept her into a crushing embrace.
Lightning crashed again as their mouths met and to the accompaniment of the rumbling thunder, Brian lifted her up and stumbled forward until they slammed against the stone. Cass wrapped her legs around his hips, hungry for him—desperate to feel him inside. When he shifted and pressed against her, she tipped her head back and closed her eyes, letting the raindrops wash her face as he pushed slowly into her.
It felt so good, Cass was helpless to do anything but take him in. Lightning danced in the sky above her. Thunder rolled and echoed across the pastures, but she was lost in a rhythm she’d craved without realizing what she’d been missing. Making love to Brian was like careening down a rushing river, no boat, no life-preserver—lost to the current, nothing to do but surrender to it and hope to survive.
As her longing increased, so did the care Brian lavished on her. As their bodies fell into a rhythm all their own, his hands teased her, his mouth tasted her and he stoked her desire to the breaking point. Brian increased his pace, the rain beating an erotic dance on her breasts when he leaned back to fill her full. She wanted him so badly—wanted him right where he was, forever; inside her. Making her blaze with need. Pushing her to the edge of ecstasy. He pushed in again with a long, strong stroke and Cass cried out, crashing over the edge in an explosion of feeling. The afterburn of the lightning streaked across the inside of her eyelids as she shut them, blind to everything but the bliss that enveloped her. Wave after wave of ecstasy washed through her. Cass could only hold on and ride them out, the riot of feelings inside her unlike anything she’d known before.
Brian followed soon after, his thrusts pressing her against the warm, wet stone as he gasped out his release. She kissed his neck, tasting the salt of his skin mixed with rainwater, and rode with him as he pulsed inside her, thrilling with the feeling of him. When it was over, they stayed like that, Brian’s strong legs bracing them, his arms holding her, Cass wrapped around him, until their breathing slowed down. When she finally pulled away and untangled herself from him, it felt more like a loss than a simple, necessary action. Brian didn’t let go of her, though.
“Tell me you’re okay.”
When had the rain begun to slow? Even as they stood there it lessened to a soft patter, the lightning moving farther off, the thunder rumbling but nowhere near as strong as before. “I’m fine.” Unsteady, but more than fine. Glorious.
Cass shivered a little in a breeze that lifted a long strand of her hair. She could only imagine what she looked like—ravaged by the storm.
By Brian.
Cass smiled, and Brian searched her face. “I don’t regret this,” he said. “No matter what happens.”
No matter—
Cass understood with a shock, and she dropped a hand to her flat belly. She hadn’t thought about the consequences at all, she who thought of consequences all the time.
It’s all right not to be careful…
But—
He’d asked her to marry him.
She’d said—
She hadn’t said anything, had she?
She’d given her body to him without holding back. She’d taken a risk on starting a family with him.
“I—” Cass didn’t know what to say as the enormity of what she’d done overwhelmed her. She’d as good as said she’d marry him.
Was she ready to take that step with Brian?
Too late to turn back now, her conscience told her. She’d made love to him without protection—
Brian distracted her with a kiss that sizzled through her veins all the way down to her toes.
Much more of that and she’d do it all over again, Cass thought wildly. She was insatiable where Brian was concerned. Unable to think rationally—
In over her head.
“I don’t regret it,” he said again, his hand cupping her cheek. He bent to find their clothing, separating it as he went. Cass automatically took her blouse, jeans, bra and panties from him, but didn’t relish stepping into the sodden items. She didn’t know what to think about what had happened, and decided not to think about it at all for the moment. First she needed to get her bearings.
And get dressed.
“If there’s a child, I’ll welcome him—or her,” Brian went on. “I’d do anything for you, Cass—you know that. I’ve always wanted a family. I’ve always wanted a ranch like this.”
Cass froze, about to step into her panties. A family—and a ranch. Why were those two always linked when Brian was speaking?
Was that why he’d made love to her without protection?
To solidify his claim on this land?
“Nothing like climbing into wet clothes,” he joked, making a face as he pulled on his boxer briefs. “I guess if we walked back without them on there’d be questions, though.”
“Yes, there would,” Cass said slowly, her head spinning, as she drew her panties on. Did he want her? Or Two Willows?
Did he love her at all?
“Cass? Something wrong?”
She couldn’t find the words to ask him, suddenly so cold she had goose bumps all over.
“Hey, you’re freezing. Let’s get you back inside.” But as Brian reached for her, Cass batted his hand away. Memories of Bob overwhelmed her. The way he’d courted her. Used her. Had sex with her.
Stolen from her.
Tried to take control of the ranch.
Brian reached for her again. She slapped his hand away again. “Don’t touch me.” She needed to think this through. She took a step back, pulling on the rest of her clothing quickly.
“Cass—”
She remembered the way she’d told Bob her secrets. Trusted him with her heart. Let him smash it to pieces. What made her think Brian was any different?
He doesn’t want you—he wants the ranch, she heard Bob say in her mind. Hadn’t Brian all but admitted it?
What had she done?
“Cass—”
“Don’t! Stop pretending to want me. Why are you here?” She had to know right now, before another moment passed. If he was going to eviscerate her, let it happen right now.
“I already told you—your father sent me—”
“Sent you to screw me? To get control of the ranch? Is that why you came? Did you think you could marry me and take over?” Pain lanced through her as she realized she’d been fooled again. How was Brian any different from Bob really? Because he was better spoken? Better looking?
A Navy SEAL?
Cass staggered back as the truth washed over her. She’d made the same mistake—twice. She’d allowed her heart to lead her head—and she knew better than that.
What if she was pregnant? How would she ever escape Brian? She’d walked right into another trap. For a moment she’d thought she’d found a partner, but she’d been wrong. She’d thought there’d be someone to share her burdens with, but there wouldn’t. Brian wanted what every man wanted—control of her. Control of the land. No one wanted her for herself.
No one.
She’d be alone forever. Just like she’d always been since the day her mother died.
Pain lanced through her chest and she pressed her hands to her heart, trying to keep it from splitting in two. This was everything she’d tried to avoid. Her feelings were clawing at her like ravenous dogs. She had to hold them back. Had to clamp them down. Because if she let them loose, she’d remember—she’d remember—
Images of her mother’s limp body flooded her mind, and Cass doubled over with a cry. She’d been at Amelia’s side when she’d passed—when she’d slipped away to a world where Cass couldn’t reach her—leaving her in charge—of everything.
Her father had never stepped foot on the ranch again, and she’d missed—she’d missed h—
“Cass—”
She’d missed having someone to turn to. Someone who knew what to do when things broke, sisters fought, hired hands rebelled—
“Cass—”
Someone who could help when hearts got broken, men lied, and she couldn’t—couldn’t—
“Cass!”
Someone who’d loved her once—she knew he had—before she’d screwed up, before she’d let him down—before he’d come to hate her for being alive when his wife had died—
Cass batted Brian away from her, sobbing in great, awful gasps that left her choking, aching, fighting for breath. This was why she didn’t feel. This was why she locked it all away. It hurt so bad.
Loving hurt so bad.
“Sweetheart, I’m not going to lie to you. The idea of getting to live on this ranch is pretty intoxicating.”
Somehow she was on her knees, Brian crouched next to her, trying to take her in his arms. She kept fighting him. She couldn’t let him win. Couldn’t let him take what little she’d managed to hold on to for this long.
“I’ve wanted a ranch like this all my life. It’s why I went into the Navy; to save up for a chance to buy a spread one day. But I got kicked out too soon, and my brother needed my help,” Brian was saying. “I sent him nearly all of my savings. I didn’t want him to lose the woman he loves. I don’t have enough to buy a ranch of my own, so yes, Two Willows got a hold of my heart, but not like you have. Never like you have.”
Cass fought her way back to her feet and lurched into the nearest pathway, Brian on her heels. She could barely see through her tears, but she knew she had to get away. From Brian. From the standing stone.
From the General.
From everything.
“I love you; you’ve got to know that!” Brian called after her.
She broke into a run, darted into the nearest pathway, through several grassy corridors, but she must have taken a wrong turn; where the exit was supposed to be was only another blank wall of green. “Damn it!”
“Cass, I—”
Brian was still behind her. Cass sped up, racing through the twists and turns, around corners and down passages, putting distance between them until she finally left him behind. Where was the stupid exit? Cass wanted out. She wanted all this to be done. She wanted real distance between herself and Brian—not just a few green pathways—a distance she could see.
Once she thought she heard him call out, but his voice was so far away, it was quickly lost before she could even tell from what direction it had come. Her labored breathing became the only sound, loud and harsh in her ears as the dregs of the storm shredded to the southeast.
Cass kept running. Running away from the pain. From the past. She wanted to put it all behind her. Wanted to be by herself. Wanted everything to go back to the way it was—
Except no—that wasn’t any good either, she realized as she sprinted around another turn. She’d been losing the ranch out of her own incompetence. Losing her sisters to men who would have led them into lives of misery.
She wanted to go back further—to when her mother was alive, to when her father had loved them. To when Two Willows was safe—
And if that wasn’t possible, she wanted—she wanted—
“Mom, take me with you!” The cry—the one she’d held in so long—tore from her throat.
And quiet fell over her with an almost audible shock.
Cass stopped in her tracks and—frightened by the sudden lack of sound—spun around.
Shivers prickled down her spine.
No matter which way she turned, walls of green confronted her, hemmed her in. She’d never been lost in the maze before.
Never.
Where was she?
Cass’s breathing rasped in the absolute quiet.
Where was she?
She couldn’t hear anything. Not a voice. Not a bird. Not even the lowing of cattle in the distance.
Where was Brian?
Her sisters?
It was as quiet as if she was the only one alive.
As if she wasn’t alive.
Panic threaded through Cass. Despite what she’d said, she wasn’t ready to leave the world. She had a job to do: protect her sisters. She wasn’t done with that yet. And then there was Brian. She didn’t know if being with him was right or wrong—but she wanted to find out.
She took another breath and felt the rush of air into her lungs.
Not dead yet, then. But far from home, as familiar as these green walls were.
“Mom?”
Her mother wasn’t here, of course. No one was, and Cass spun around again. When was the last time she’d been alone? There was always someone with her. Someone to pretend to. A reason to keep up the façade that all was well. Even when it wasn’t.
But there was no one here now. No one but her, the tall green walls and the clearing sky high overhead.
The great, gulping sobs she’d spilled out in front of Brian had drained her, leaving her chest sore and her body hollow. Cass, too tired to run anymore, sat down in the damp grass and admitted to herself that the maze wasn’t going to let her go. And that all wasn’t well.
Far from it.
She was lonely, and scared. She missed her parents. She missed their love—and approval.
And Brian—
“I fell in love with him,” she admitted out loud. “I wanted to marry him. I wanted to raise my family here.”
A whisper of wind lifted a tendril of hair from her face, as gently as her mother’s touch had once been. A sense of peace filled Cass as she breathed out all her pain and let it go. Maybe it was okay to admit what she’d wanted.
Maybe Wye was right and the world wouldn’t end if she cried now and then. Maybe feeling her feelings wouldn’t kill her.
She was alive now.
At least, she thought she was.
Leaning back on her hands, she examined the sky high above her. The last traces of clouds were gone, leaving a sky so blue it spoke of infinite possibilities. With each deep breath, she relaxed a little more.
Maybe it was okay to take a break. Maybe that’s what she needed. Time to figure this out.
When had she stopped doing this? Sitting still once in a while and taking in how beautiful the world was? She was always so busy rushing around and solving problems. Or trying to prevent them.
Trying to control everything. But what if she couldn’t control any of it? Would it all come crashing down? Would she die, too?
This time when her tears came, they were hot, but silent, and they eased her heart instead of hurting it.
“I’m sorry, Mom,” she said out loud. “I’m sorry I haven’t done better.” She’d tried. And in the end that was all she could do, wasn’t it? No one was around, but she didn’t feel alone as she cried. She felt the grass, the maze, the sky sympathizing. She was human, after all. No worse or better than anyone else. “What do I do now?” she asked the emptiness around her when her tears dried up again. If only her mother could answer her.
Should she be with Brian? Or should she remain alone?
With a rush like an indrawn breath, the world came alive again. Birds chirped in the hedges. Cattle lowed in the distance.
“Cass!” Brian’s voice was still far away, but this time she heard his call distinctly. She cocked her head. Was that an answer? Was her mother saying she should trust him?
Cass didn’t know.
But as she slowly got to her feet, she knew she couldn’t control Brian. She didn’t think she wanted to. Life was so much more exciting when a man like him came along and swept you off your feet.
Messy. Unpredictable. Painful, sometimes.
But exhilarating, too.
Maybe that was the answer, she thought—that there was no answer. She wasn’t in control of everything and some problems she couldn’t solve. Maybe she didn’t need to know today if she’d be with Brian. Maybe she needed to wait and see.
Peace didn’t only come from making decisions; it could come from knowing you still needed time to take in all the information.
From what she’d seen, Brian was caring, loving and honest. But he also had his own past to sort out. His own wounds to overcome.
She wouldn’t drive him off the ranch. And she wouldn’t give her heart to him today—although she had to admit, he possessed most of it already.
She would wait. She’d learn more about him—and herself.
She’d discovered something truly momentous today: the world didn’t stop turning, or end in a fiery explosion, if she felt her feelings—even strong ones. No matter how much she had cried, or raged, or ran, the storm had passed, and now the sun shone in a glorious blue sky.
And she hadn’t even set off an M-80.
No matter what happened next, she’d be okay.
She’d still have that sky.
She’d still be Cass.
That would have to be enough.
 
“Cass!” Brian couldn’t understand how he could lose a whole woman in a little hedge maze.
Okay, a big hedge maze, but still.
Why wasn’t she answering him? Was she hiding from him in there? Had she escaped to the house by some back entrance he didn’t know about?
He’d gone to look, couldn’t find her there, either, and had come back to try the maze again. He was just about to call Cab for reinforcements when she strode out of the hedge entrance and came to a stop in front of him.
Brian, frantic enough to be ready to lose his temper, stopped short when he took her in. She was still soaked through, her hair in wild, wet tendrils, her eyes huge in her face.
“Where were you?”
“I don’t know.”
Her simple answer sent chills running down his spine. He’d never seen anyone look like—
Brian didn’t know what she looked like.
As if she’d stepped into a vortex and come back trailing traces of some foreign world. He wanted to touch her. Bring her back down to earth. Make sure she knew how he felt about her.
“Damn it, I don’t care about the ranch, Cass. I care about you. I love you.”
After a moment, she nodded. But she kept walking toward the house.
“Cass?” He wasn’t sure if she’d heard him. Wasn’t sure if she was back from wherever she’d gone in the maze. He’d never seen her cry like that. She usually held her emotions in such a tight check, he hadn’t known she was capable of it.
Her tears didn’t scare him, though. He’d been through tough times and he knew they came to an end eventually. The way he figured it, the two of them could work together to weather the storms life threw at them. He hoped she knew that was what he wanted. If it meant giving up Two Willows and the rest of his goals, he’d do it in a heartbeat if that’s what it took to have her in his life.
She headed for the house, and he wondered whether to follow her or give her some time. He was still trying to figure that out when a silver truck roared up the access road from the barns, past the house and out toward the highway, zipping past so close to him Brian had to jump back.
“Hey!” he called after it, but the truck didn’t slow down and Brian didn’t recognize it. He watched it turn toward town and sighed. Was everyone off their rocker around here?
A movement down the track the way the truck had come caught his eye and Brian turned to see a figure lurch into view, waver and sink to its knees.
“Lena!”
He ran toward her, too late remembering his pledge to meet her at the Park. What time was it? Surely it couldn’t be that late—
He sped up, dread knotting his stomach. Lena had needed him, and he’d forgotten all about her, too busy with Cass—
There was no time for recriminations. Not with Lena slumped on the ground, one hand to her face.
“Lena? Lena!” Brian raced for her, dropped to one knee when he reached her, took her shoulders and peered into her face, swearing when he saw the bruise that swelled one eye shut. “Who did this? Scott?”
“He said… he said…” Lena’s words were slurred, and Brian lifted her to her feet. “Keep my nose… out of his business.”
“Where were you? At the Park?”
Lena nodded, her eyes glassy with tears, something Brian never thought he’d see. The two strongest Reed women, both in tears in the course of an hour. This had to stop.
“What do you think… think… his business is on my ranch?” Lena spoke as slowly and thickly as if she’d been drinking rather than tangling with a man who had seventy pounds on her at least.
Brian burned for retribution, and he’d have it as soon as he could. First he had to get Lena to her sisters. He threw an arm under her shoulder and helped her the rest of the way. Alice met them in the doorway, her face pale and her eyes wide.
“What did you do to Cass? I think she—” She took in the state of Lena’s face. “Oh, my God. It was Scott, wasn’t it? I knew you shouldn’t be with him.”
“Keep them safe,” Brian told her. “Both of them. Don’t let them out of your sight.”
He couldn’t wait another minute.
Scott was going to pay for this—right now.
Soon he was gunning his own truck down the track that led to the highway. Scott had a few minutes’ head start, but there was only one road to town from here. If he could cut him off before Scott reached it, he was golden.
He was well past the speed limit when he spotted the silver truck far ahead of him and put the pedal to the floor to catch up. Scott must have noticed him in the rearview mirror, because he gunned his engine, too. Brian wasn’t going to lose this race, though. He had plenty of experience handling high speed activity under far worse conditions. When he drew alongside Scott, he yelled through the open passenger side window, “Get over!”
“Fuck off!” Scott tried to pull ahead, but Brian matched him, keeping one eye out for traffic ahead.
“I said, get over before I run you off the road!”
Scott lunged away from him, reaching for something. The glove compartment? Brian wouldn’t be at all surprised to find he had a weapon in there. He slammed a hand on the horn and Scott jerked, lost control of the wheel for a moment—just long enough for his front tire to catch on the dirt shoulder and drag the rest of the truck off the road. Brian slammed his brakes, then hit the gas again, keeping alongside him, using his truck to prevent Scott from finding a way back on to the macadam. The shoulder was running out, and Scott had no choice but to swerve to a stop. Brian hit the brakes again, boxing him in. He didn’t wait for Scott to find that weapon. He unbuckled his seat belt, lunged across the front seat, through the window and into Scott’s truck, landing on top of the man.
“What the fuck?” Scott managed to get the glove compartment open, but Brian grabbed the pistol inside and tossed it out of the passenger side window. He slammed his fist into the man’s face, but Scott wasn’t going to go down easy. As they grappled in the seats awkwardly, the armrests and central console getting in the way, Scott managed to open the far door and slither toward freedom. Brian went with him and together they slid out of the truck and onto the ground in a heap.
Brian scrambled to his knees first, grabbed Scott by the shirt and lifted him as he surged to his feet. His fist connected with Scott’s cheekbone.
“You fucker!” Scott swung back at him, but his punch didn’t land. Brian dimly heard a siren approaching as he struck Scott again. Scott staggered, and Brian followed up with another right hook. His fist hitting Scott’s face felt much too good. Scott shoved him away and they staggered apart just in time for Cab to appear around the tail of the silver truck.
“You boys having a good time?” Cab said jovially, his hand on his holster.
“It’ll be better when someone picks up that pistol Scott dropped.” Brian pointed, keeping his gaze on Scott, ready to grab the man if he went for it.
Cab nodded, sauntered over to where it lay on the ground, pulled out a handkerchief and picked up the weapon. “Shouldn’t leave these things lying around. Never know who’ll find them.”
“Safety first,” Brian agreed. “Right, Scott?”
“Fuck you—” Scott began, took a look at Cab and subsided.
“Any more of these I should know about?” Cab asked them.
“Nope,” Brian said.
Scott shook his head.
“Then I’ll be on my way. Enjoy yourselves, gentlemen.”
Brian cocked an eyebrow at Scott. “Now’s the time to ask the kind sheriff for help if you need it.”
“I don’t need it.”
They waited until Cab’s door slammed, the cruiser’s engine started and he drove off.
Then Brian lunged for Scott again.
 
“How could I have been so stupid?” Lena asked again, a bag of frozen peas pressed to the side of her face. Cass was grateful she’d sharpened up in the minutes since Brian had brought her into the kitchen. She wanted to take Lena to the hospital but so far her sister had refused to go.
“You aren’t stupid,” Cass told her. “You thought Scott cared about you.”
“Which makes me stupid,” Lena said. She, Cass and Alice were sitting in the living room. Sadie came in with a pot of tea and cups on a tray, set them on the coffee table and began to pour one for each of them. These days she was back to her jeans and boots, her face devoid of makeup. Cass thought she looked more herself again. “How many guys have I seen him beat up? He’s a violent asshole. He’s never been a nice guy. I didn’t want him to be. I thought he was hot because he rode motorcycles and got into bar fights. Fuck!” she added when she tried to take a sip of the tea Sadie handed her and lifted a hand to her split lip.
“You thought he’d never hit you. What kind of a man punches a woman?” Cass said. For a moment—just a moment—she had the urge to head to her shed and scoop up an armload of fireworks. How could anyone do this to her sister? But gunpowder and explosions wouldn’t fix Lena. She needed something else. To talk about it. To know she wasn’t alone.
“What kind of a woman doesn’t see it coming? God, I want to rip him a new one. I want to beat the crap out of him. I wish I was a man,” Lena burst out, and winced, pressing the peas to her face again. “I’ve always wished I was a man.”
“Lena—”
“No. Don’t give me that crap about how it’s better to be a woman, because it isn’t. Let’s face it; everything would be different if we were men. Howie wouldn’t have used Alice’s car to run his druggie errands. Mark wouldn’t have convinced Sadie to be part of his crew, Bob wouldn’t have made our lives miserable and Scott wouldn’t have decked me, because if I’d been a man I would have stomped his ass into the ground. None of this would have happened, because the General would have handed over the ranch and left us the fuck alone!”
Cass couldn’t deny it. But she didn’t want to hate who she was, and she didn’t want Lena to feel that way, either.
“I think Mom gave us a good example of what a woman can do—” she began, but faltered as Lena’s expression grew outraged.
“Mom? Mom gave us a good example? Mom sat here on this ranch and waited for her husband to spare her a moment or two when he wasn’t too busy. She martyred herself for this place. For him! And now we’re doing it, too. So don’t talk to me about Mom. Don’t talk to me at all!” Lena set down the teacup with a thump that rattled it in its saucer, stood up and strode toward the stairs. “I’m done with men,” she shouted over her shoulder. “And that includes the General. This is my ranch now and I’m running it as I see fit. I don’t care who the General sends.”
Ten seconds later they heard her bedroom door slam.
Cass turned to Alice and shook her head. “I don’t think I can take much more of this day.”
“Go upstairs and take a nap. I’ll hold down the fort,” Alice said. “Get some sleep. You need it. But Cass,” she added, almost as an afterthought, as both of them rose to their feet. “Where did you go this afternoon? When you were in the maze?”
All Cass could do was shrug. “I really don’t know.”
It was the same answer she’d given Brian, and she knew in the morning, she’d have to face what they’d done. She’d have to sort out her feelings for him. Decide what to do next. They’d taken such a chance. She’d never let passion get the better of her that way before.
“I don’t think you were… here,” Alice said. “I don’t know where you went, either.”
“It was… peaceful,” Cass told her. “I felt… safe.”
“I’m glad.” Still, Alice followed her. “It’s going to get better now, isn’t it? Without Howie and Mark and Scott. Maybe it’ll be like it used to be—just us.”
“I don’t know about that.” Sean was still hanging around Jo, and she knew Bob would be back. There was the missing money and the constant threat that the General would take away the ranch. It seemed to Cass there were too many problems to ever sort out.
“Cass…” Alice trailed her to the base of the stairs. “If you tried to follow Mom out there in the maze, I understand why you’d want to. But please—” she touched Cass’s hand where it rested on the bannister “—don’t go. I don’t think… I don’t think we can do this without you.”
Cass swung around to catch Alice in a fierce hug. Alice was right; for one moment she’d been weak and she’d wanted to go, but not anymore. She could never leave her sisters behind. “I’m not going anywhere. I think—I think Mom gave me a reprieve. Time out of time to catch my breath—that’s all. I’m here now, and I won’t do that again. I promise.”
Alice nodded and took a breath when Cass finally let her go. “There’s more coming. I don’t want to say that, but it’s true. We’re not out of the worst of it yet.”
Of course they weren’t. Bob was still prowling around telling people they were getting married. Scott was still out there, a free man even after he’d hit Lena. They were short thirty thousand dollars and their father could take the ranch away at any time. Not to mention the chance she’d taken making love to Brian.
Exhaustion bowed Cass’s head as she made her way upstairs. When she finally crawled into bed, she pulled her sheet up over her head, despite the sticky heat of the day. She’d face the world later.
Right now she wanted to forget everything.
 
The house was quiet when Brian entered the kitchen late that night. He’d come home from his altercation with Scott with busted knuckles and a sore hand but when he’d found out that Cass had gone to bed, he’d headed down to the stables to muck them out, because the bloodlust he’d felt when he went after Scott still hadn’t abated. He’d known he had to calm down before he could be with Cass again. It had taken hours and a lot of hard work but he finally felt in control of himself.
Cass had to know they were meant to be together, especially after making love in the maze. She’d wanted him as badly as he’d wanted her—and she wanted the kind of life he wanted, too.
The only thing standing between them was her fear, and he couldn’t fight that with his fists; he had to prove to her he could be the kind of husband she could depend on.
He ran the knuckles of his right hand under water for a long time, knowing it was too late to stop the swelling. Knowing, too, it had been worth it.
As a local hard-ass, Scott hadn’t proven to be much of an opponent, despite the fact he had several inches and twenty pounds on Brian. Sometimes his SEAL training came in handy, Brian told himself. This was one of those times.
In deference to Cab’s career, he hadn’t flattened Scott, but he’d given him a good drubbing before dropping him off in front of the sheriff’s office. Let Cab take it from there. He doubted the man would give any more trouble to the women at Two Willows.
Tomorrow he’d have to sort things out with Cass. He wished he could do it tonight, but he wasn’t at his best, and he figured neither was she. A good night’s rest and everything would come clear.
Time to get some sleep. But as he headed toward the stairs, Brian stiffened as a cry rang out and was instantly muffled upstairs.
What the hell—?
Once again he was moving before he even thought about the consequences. He took the stairs two at a time and paused, trying to trace the sound. Cass’s bedroom door was shut, but even as he reached for the knob the sound came again from the end of the hall, where Jo’s white cat, Tabitha, paced impatiently in front of another closed door. It wasn’t the cat who’d made that noise, though. It had been a woman—Jo—and she didn’t sound happy.
He dimly realized he might be about to barge in on Jo and her boyfriend—what was his name? Steve? Sean?—before his shoulder hit the door, crashed it open, and he slid into the room. Tabitha streaked past him. Brian took in Jo sitting in a chair, a laptop with a webcam propped on a stool in front of her, Sean standing behind her, his hands working at the buttons of her shirt while she squirmed and fought, trying to stop him.
“We’ll make good money,” Sean was growling at her.
“I don’t want to!”
Sean never saw Brian’s fist until it connected with his nose. Brian winced as his sore knuckles connected with skin and bone again. Sean fell with a cry on Jo’s bed, scrambled to his feet and raced for the door, blood streaming from his mouth down his chin. Brian lunged for him again, missed and decided to let the man get away. He wasn’t sure he trusted himself to stop once he got started raining vengeance on him. Besides, Jo had her knees tucked under her chin and she was crying, Tabitha weaving around the legs of the chair.
He knocked the laptop off the stool, not wanting to stop and figure out how to cut the video feed. The webcam went flying and smashed to pieces against the wall. Brian scooped Jo up, sat on her bed and cradled her in his arms.
“Shh, I’ve got you. You’re safe now.”
As her tears wet his shoulder, Brian decided enough was enough. He would call the General tonight. Tell the sonofabitch to come home and help his daughters. He hadn’t even had time to process why Scott, who had no affiliation with Two Willows besides dating Lena, would come after her for going to sort out some problem with the hands at the Park. What was his connection to them?
He was missing something here. Something that would make it all make sense.
“Why did Sean want you to strip on camera?” he asked Jo.
“For the money,” she sobbed. “He said I could make more flashing my… going topless… than he could ever make. He said we were in this together and I should do it for him. I told him no. He just wouldn’t listen.”
That didn’t make sense to Brian. There was so much porn on the internet he doubted something so tame as Jo’s breasts could make a decent amount of money. Either Sean had wanted to lure Jo into doing much, much more—
Or he thought he could control her once she’d exposed herself.
He thought of Scott punching Lena. Howie and Mark working together—bringing Sadie along in Alice’s car. Bob trying to marry Cass.
Control tactics. It was all about control. All of it aimed at keeping the women silent.
About what?
“Shh,” he said again as Jo buried her face in his shoulder. “It’s going to be okay.”
He was going to stop whatever was happening at Two Willows once and for all.
 
When Cass woke it was dark outside and she sat up, thoroughly confused, sure she’d heard a noise. Glancing at her bedside clock, she realized she’d slept through the afternoon, through dinner and into the night. An engine racing outside brought her out of bed and to the window in time to see taillights disappearing around the house. Had that been Sean’s truck? He seemed in an awful hurry to leave.
Even at night the ranch was beautiful, Cass thought as she drew the curtains. She couldn’t blame Brian for falling in love with it. She only wished he’d fallen for her that way. He said he had, but after everything that had happened, how could she tell if he was speaking the truth?
She couldn’t help but think about making love to Brian earlier. Who knew sex could feel like that, like all the walls between them had dissolved to allow them to come together in a searing stroke of heat?
Could he have faked all that passion? Was it simply something men knew how to do? Cass wondered if there was some secret code when it came to men that she’d never find the key to unlock. Their motivations mystified her.
But not Brian’s. His were plain and simple. Understandable.
He wanted a home. Her home.
He’d do what it took to get it.
He wanted her, too. But which did he want more? Did it matter?
It did to her.
She knew she wouldn’t sleep again anytime soon. Might as well get up and look over the ranch’s accounts. But when she stepped out of her room, she was surprised to see Lena, Sadie and Alice in the hall, and a light shining from Jo’s room past the shattered remains of her door.
“What happened?”
“I don’t know. I heard voices. Someone running,” Alice said.
Cass pushed past them all to get to Jo, but when she reached her sister’s room, nothing could prepare her for the scene that met her eyes. Brian sat on Jo’s bed, legs wide, Jo balanced on his lap in his embrace, her arms wrapped around him tightly, her face buried in his neck.
Cass let out a choked sound, and when they sprang apart she could see that Brian had managed to get her sister’s shirt half unbuttoned. Pain seared her breath from her lungs as her other sisters crowded around her.
Brian and Jo? Not hours after he’d been inside her?
“Cass!” Jo clutched her shirt together.
Brian held a hand her way. “Cass, don’t—”
“Out,” she managed to say. “Get… out! Get out!” Her voice rose with every word. Jo began to cry, but Cass didn’t care. This was too much. The last straw. “Get out! I mean it!”
Brian opened his mouth, opened his hands wide as if in supplication, then seemed to realize there was nothing he could say. “All right; I’m getting out. But it’s not what you think, and I’ll be back.” He shouldered his way out of the room as her sisters stepped back, openmouthed with shock.
“Cass, I didn’t—it wasn’t—” Jo began.
Cass didn’t want to hear any explanations. As Brian disappeared down the stairs, his footsteps thunderous on the wooden boards, rage welled up in her throat and came out as a feral cry. “I don’t want to hear any more! I’m done! Just—done!” She pushed past the others out of the room, picked up speed and dashed to her own room down the hall. Inside, she slammed the door so hard its hinges rattled, and that felt so good she nearly opened it and did it again.
How much was she expected to stand in one night? Cass paced her room wildly. How treacherous could one man be? How much pain could one life hold? She rushed to the window to look out at her shed. Nothing it contained was big enough to express her anger.
“It’s too much!” Cass’s tears came hot and fast. She’d cried more in one day than she had in a decade, and she couldn’t stand it anymore. She didn’t want to feel like this. She craved another storm—one with enough thunder and lightning to broadcast her fury, but the night remained clear.
She scrubbed her cheeks angrily, but more tears came, as if the ache in her heart was leaking straight from her eyes. Cass knew she wouldn’t be able to stop it. She’d failed at every turn. She hadn’t kept anyone safe, least of all herself. She’d already begun to come to terms with the idea that Brian wanted her land more than he wanted her, but now he’d set her own sister against her.
And her sisters were all she had.
Cass stepped back from the window, defeated by the clear night sky. No storm would wash these feelings away. No fireworks were wild enough to express them.
She sank down on her bed, tucked her feet underneath her and curled into a ball. For eleven years she’d feared the day the General would take the ranch away from her. She’d never once feared the real catastrophe. If she lost her sisters, she’d lose herself.
The door slipped open and Alice glided in on silent feet, shutting it firmly behind her again. She sat next to Cass on the bed, and pulled her into her arms. “You haven’t lost anyone.” Cass shut her eyes and rested her head on Alice’s shoulder, grateful for her sister’s strength. When Lena joined them a few minutes later, she, too, knelt on the bed and wrapped her arms around both of them.
Sadie joined them next, and took a position on the bed near Cass’s feet. The door opened a fourth time, and Cass knew it had to be Jo.
She stiffened. A moment later, the mattress sunk, as Jo sat down.
“It was Sean,” she said quietly. “He tried to get me to take my top off while he was filming me. He wanted money. He said we should share everything; even my body. Brian stopped him—”
Cass thought she’d run out of tears but she was wrong. So wrong.
She’d failed again.
She’d failed everyone.
She turned and lifted herself to her knees, reaching for her sister. Jo leaned into her embrace, and clung to her. “I thought he loved me,” Jo said. “I thought—”
“I know. I know, honey.” Cass held on to her for dear life as the others leaned in, too. “I’m so sorry.”
“Brian decked him and Sean ran like the house was on fire.” Jo laughed amidst her tears, a painful sound. “If he hadn’t come right then, I don’t know what would have happened. Sean wouldn’t stop.”
“I’m glad Brian was there,” Cass said. She’d have to apologize in the morning. It shamed her that she’d read the situation so wrong. She’d looked for pain when there was only love.
“He got my car back, you know,” Alice said. “I didn’t have the guts to stand up to Howie, even though I sensed what he was doing was wrong.”
“Look at this.” Lena held up her phone. Cass wiped her eyes on her sleeve and squinted to make out the photo. “That’s Scott,” Lena clarified. “That’s his face after Brian got done with him. Ella Hall saw him in town. Now I can say, you should see the other guy.” Her laugh was all bravado, but Cass’s heart squeezed with gratitude toward Brian. She wasn’t one for violence—usually. But Scott was a bully who’d beaten up plenty of men—and probably women, she thought now—over the years. Maybe now he’d think twice about it.
“Brian stopped me before I got myself in real trouble,” Sadie said softly. “I’m so ashamed of myself I can hardly look at him, but that doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate what he did. He’s a man, and a meddling SEAL, and the General’s lackey, but he’s saved our bacon, hasn’t he?”
“I guess he has,” Cass admitted.
Jo gave her a final squeeze and pulled back. Tabitha jumped up onto the bed and Jo scooped her into her lap.
“Speaking of bacon… I’m hungry.”
Cass laughed, but when her stomach growled, she admitted, “Yeah, me, too.”
“Do you think Brian would get us some more pizza?” Lena asked.
Another chuckle escaped Cass, but so did a few more tears. “After tonight? I doubt it.” But even as she was saying it, Cass thought he probably would. If they asked.
If a pizza place was open at one in the morning in Chance Creek.
“Come on down to the kitchen. I’ll whip something up.” She hesitated. “We’d better discuss the new order of things around here, too, while we’re at it.”
“What do you mean?” Alice asked as they climbed off the bed and headed for the door.
“I mean Lena’s right; we’re done taking orders. No more fooling around when it comes to the General. This is our ranch now and we’ll run it as we see fit. First thing tomorrow, those hands are going to go. We’ll kick them off together,” she told Lena. “We’ll all pitch in to help with the cattle until we can hire new help. We’ll all fix the roof together, too. I have a confession to make,” she added, straightening her clothes. “Bob stole quite a bit of money from us. We’re going to have to operate on a shoestring, but I have no doubt if we work together, we can get back on track.”
“I’m in,” Sadie said quickly. “All I want to do is get back to work on the gardens, but I’ll help with everything else, too, and put all my sales money into the kitty.”
“I’m in,” Jo agreed. “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep this place running.”
“Are you saying I can be overseer?” Lena asked as they entered the hall.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Cass told her.
“Then I’m in. All the way.”
“Me, too,” Alice said. “Sales have been good this year. If you need more money, all you have to do is ask.”
Cass squeezed her. “Thank you. You four are all I need, you know.”
“You’re all we need, too,” Jo said, and led the way downstairs.



CHAPTER 9
“Didn’t take you long to thoroughly screw things up,” Logan said when Brian shut himself in the General’s office and patched together a video call early the next morning with the men he’d left back at USSOCOM. He’d spent most of the rest of the night pacing the maze, telling himself he had to give Cass time to calm down and give Jo a chance to explain what had happened. He knew once she did, Cass would see her mistake. But then what? She still thought he wanted Two Willows, not her.
He’d fallen asleep on the bench near the standing stone. At daylight he’d gone back inside to find the house quiet, but the kitchen a disaster, as if the Reed women had cooked a full-course meal in the middle of the night.
Maybe they had.
“I didn’t mean to. I thought I was making progress. It’s these assholes the Reeds are dating.”
“Sounds like you got rid of them,” Connor said with a grin. “Good work on that front.”
“Yeah, there’s that,” Brian said tiredly. He’d never forget the look on Cass’s face when she’d walked in on him and Jo. That stark horror and betrayal had etched its lines on his heart at knifepoint, and the scars would always be there. He never wanted her to look at him like that again. He was afraid her regard for him had turned right then into something hard and dark—something he wouldn’t be able to melt into love again.
He had well and truly screwed things up. Taken her passion and turned it to dust. Taken her trust and twisted it into a knot he’d never be able to undo.
“Don’t you think you can give up now, wuss,” Jack snapped at him. “I see that poor me expression on your ugly mug. It’s a fucking disgrace. You’re a SEAL. You’re on a mission. You don’t fold at the first sign of trouble.”
“She thinks I did her sister,” Brian protested.
“She thinks you held Jo on your lap. Which is all that happened. So get back there and tell her that.”
“Cass doesn’t want to see me—”
“Cass doesn’t want to see me,” Jack parroted. “Are you kidding me? That’s your defense? Buck the fuck up, sailor. Get back into the fray and do your duty.”
“Fix the house,” Hunter said in more measured tones. “That’s why you’re there, right? Let things calm down and do your job. Jo’s going to tell her what really happened, right?”
“I guess so.” He figured Hunter was right; Jo would tell her sister what Sean had done—and what he’d done to get rid of the bastard. He wasn’t sure it was enough to change Cass’s mind about him, though. The intimacy they’d shared in the maze seemed so far gone he wasn’t sure they could ever recover it.
It didn’t matter if he’d meant to let her down or not; in her mind he had.
“Just get to work,” Hunter said again. “And don’t stop.”
That made sense. He knew how to work, and there was a lot to get done on the ranch. “Will do.”
“Fix this, Lake,” Logan said. “We’re counting on you.”
The others nodded, and Brian felt the weight of their dependence on him. Just one more burden to bear, he told himself. He’d go make himself as useful as possible.
Hopefully that would be enough.
 
“That’s a lot of shingles,” Wye said as she and Cass stood in the kitchen watching Brian help the delivery crew unload them onto the back lawn. “You really going to get on that roof and fix it?”
“That’s the plan,” Cass said. It had been well over a week since the night she and her sisters had huddled together on her bed. The day had dawned warm and it was going to be a hot one before it was all over. She still hadn’t apologized to Brian for her mistake, and he’d kept his distance from her, eating most of his meals in town. He woke the earliest of all of them and was always out of the house by the time she came down to make breakfast. He worked far into the night, too. Lena said they’d created a list of repairs and chores around the ranch, and he was working his way through it, checking them off one by one.
He’d kicked the remainder of the hands off the ranch the day after his altercations with Scott and Sean, before she and Lena could take that on. Cass didn’t mind. It was clear none of the men were loyal to the ranch, and she’d dreaded the job. She’d meant to thank Brian for that—and apologize to him too, but somehow the moment never seemed right and with each day that passed, she wondered if her chance was slipping away.
Jo and Sadie were helping Lena and Brian with the cattle, and they’d already begun the hiring process for a new bunch of hands. Now that the shingles were here, and Brian would fix the roof, Cass would see him far more often, though.
She couldn’t decide how she felt about that.
Since that awful night, she’d had a lot of time to think about everything he’d done, and she realized in every case except making love to her, he’d put the interests of her family and her ranch ahead of everything else.
He truly had helped each of her sisters—preventing them from going further down the dangerous trajectories they’d been taking. Things would have been so much worse if he’d never come to Chance Creek.
It was hard to admit a man could do so much good. At first Cass had balked at giving him the credit, until she’d decided it wasn’t a man/woman thing. It was a distance thing. As an outsider coming into their home, he’d seen all the things their blind spots hadn’t allowed them to see. The strength of his arm had helped now and then, for sure, and she was glad it was him and not a female friend like Wye who’d gone after Scott after what he did to Lena. But mostly he’d been someone to talk to, someone to confide in. Someone to go to for advice.
She couldn’t fault him for being a good friend to all of them. The realization left her more confused than before.
In the end, she decided the most important thing they’d all learned was how their anger at the General had left them ripe for exploitation by other men.
Still, she hadn’t been ready to talk about it with Brian. She’d thought her heart would never mend after that day of heartbreak, but work was smoothing the way toward healing. She’d begun a top to bottom spring cleaning of the house, even if it was mid-summer, and the strenuous exercise had pumped enough endorphins through her brain that she found more reasons to hope than to sigh.
“Have you told Brian you’re afraid of heights?” Wye asked her.
“No. Of course not.”
“No, because that would be far too easy,” Wye echoed.
“It’s not about easy. It’s about… pride.” Cass turned away from the window. “This is my home. I want to be the one to care for it.”
“It could be Brian’s home, too. You said he wants it to be.” Wye lifted her eyebrows, and Cass was afraid she’d betrayed something with her expression. “What?” Wye challenged her. “What happened between you and Brian?”
“I told you what happened with him and Jo,” Cass hedged. She’d told Wye everything—except what had happened in the maze.
“But you’re holding something back. I can tell. What’s going on with you and that SEAL? Did you sleep with him?”
Cass shushed her. “For God’s sake, keep your voice down. No one knows.”
“You did sleep with him!” Wye raised an eyebrow. “Spill it. Everything. Right now.”
Cass gave in. She told Wye how they’d met in the maze. How they’d made love. As she recounted the story, her heart throbbed with regret for what might have been.
“Well, that’s a twist,” Wye said when she was done.
“It’s crazy, isn’t it?” Cass sighed.
“For two single people who are totally hot for each other to meet up in a rainstorm and make love? Yeah, doubt that’s ever happened before.”
“Be serious.” Cass moved to the sink, grabbed a cloth, wet it and began to wipe down the already clean counters.
“I am being serious.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. All that’s over.”
Wye took the rag from her hand and hung it up again. “Why? Why does it have to be over just because the two of you had a little misunderstanding? The way I see it the Universe just handed you a gift, so enjoy it! For once in your life don’t ask questions, don’t make plans, don’t second guess what your instincts are telling you. Just… enjoy a romance with a sexy guy.”
“A sexy guy who wants to marry me in order to get my land!”
“That wouldn’t be cool—if it’s true,” Wye admitted. “But do we know it’s true? No.”
“He said it.”
“He said he’d do anything to live on a ranch like this,” Wye countered. “That’s a throwaway line. People say that about everything. I’d do anything to have hair like that. I’d do anything to be able to sing like a superstar. I’d do anything to lose ten pounds. But they don’t mean it. Brian wants a ranch like Two Willows. So, sue him.”
When she put it that way, Cass had to admit maybe she’d overreacted. She’d done that a lot. “He is kind.” The more she thought about what he’d done for her sisters, the clearer that had become.
“He sounds kind.”
“Did I tell you about the bench he put in the maze?” She recounted how she’d found him installing it to make up for what he’d said to Alice.
“Which is how you got in trouble,” Wye said with a wicked grin.
“Let’s hope not.”
Wye’s grin vanished. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
With a sigh, Cass confessed the risk she’d taken when they’d made love. Wye’s humor disappeared in an instant.
“You know better than that, Cass Reed.”
“I do know better than that. I can’t explain it. I wasn’t drunk. I’ve got no excuse, except…”
“Except a hot, kind Navy SEAL who’s after your heart and your land came on to you and didn’t pack a condom.”
“I should be on the Pill. Any other self-respecting twenty-six-year-old woman would be.” Cass swiped at the counter again, then dropped the cloth in the sink and pulled out a glass.
“What would you do if you got pregnant?”
“Have the baby,” Cass said automatically as she poured a drink for Wye and then another for herself. “I have a home, resources, a family to help me, and I want to be a mother.”
“What are you going to do if you get an STD?”
“Cry.”
Wye shook her head. “Like that’ll help. Don’t ever do that again.”
“I won’t.”
“At least it wasn’t with Bob.”
Cass spit out the sip of water she’d just taken. “Eww!”
Wye cracked a smile and Cass relaxed a little, feeling like she’d been to confession and could now move forward with a clear conscience.
“I worry about you, though,” Wye went on. “You’ve held in so much for so long. Now you’re losing control every which way, and while it’s my personal belief you’ve found a good man to lose control with, you’ve got to keep your head on your shoulders.”
Cass mopped up the water. “It’s not like it’ll happen again. Brian’s only here to finish up the job the General gave him. He hasn’t come near me in days.”
“And you wish he would?” Wye prompted gently.
Cass struggled with her answer and finally nodded. “I really blew it, Wye.”
“I don’t think so.”
“What if he… leaves… without giving me another chance?”
“Don’t think like that.” Wye touched her arm. “There are a lot of reasons for him to stay, you know. You’re smart and pretty and a good friend. And you’ve got a ranch,” she added with a grin.
“Thanks,” Cass said wryly.
“Any time.”
 
There had been a ladder leaning against the side of the house since Brian had arrived, as if Cass had been inspecting the roof, although he’d never seen her climb it. Brian was moving it to a better location when Cass and Wye exited the house. Cass walked her friend to her Beetle and waited for her to drive away. Brian came to intercept her.
“Afternoon. Now that the shingles have been delivered, I’m getting set to start tearing off the old ones. The weather’s supposed to be good all week. I figure we better get a move on.”
Cass shaded her eyes as she gazed up at the roof. “I wonder what Mom would think of the way we’re fixing up the place?”
It was the perfect opening for a longer conversation, and Brian jumped on it. “What was she like? You’ve never told me much about her.” He wondered if Cass would find an excuse to head back inside, but instead she considered his question.
“I think she was always a homebody, but like I said before, once the General joined the Army, she never left the ranch unless he was home on leave. Like Sadie, she spent a lot of time in the gardens. She had a green thumb. She read like anything. Could talk on any subject with anyone who came calling. She said since people had to visit Two Willows to see her, it was up to her to stay interesting.”
“She didn’t belong to any clubs, or a church or anything?”
“She contributed to lots of them, but she never wanted a fuss made about her and her refusal to leave the ranch, so she didn’t join anything like that. Reverend Halpern visited every week. He used to tease her and say that if all his other parishioners made him give them personal sermons, his work would never be done. I think he wanted her to try leaving. Superstition doesn’t really jibe with the church, you know? But he didn’t push her, and he never stopped coming until she died.”
“What does he think of the stone?”
Cass smiled impishly. “We don’t talk about it much when he’s around.”
“I wish I’d met your mother.” Brian shaded his eyes and looked up at the roof. He was thankful its pitch wasn’t too steep because it was high enough to make the job dangerous.
“She would have appreciated everything you’ve done for my sisters.”
“I know my mother would have liked you. She died when I was too young for us to have talked much about women, but she used to say that I should find a wife who was better than me.” He shrugged. “Maybe that was a thinly veiled message to my father.”
Cass ignored his reference to marriage. “What did she like to do?”
“She was a nurse. She was a little shy, but a very hard worker. She believed in right and wrong. She also believed people could change, which I think is why she stuck with my dad even after things began to go badly.”
“Sounds like a lovely person.”
“You know what I miss most? Holidays.” Brian couldn’t believe he was telling Cass this. He’d never talked about it with anyone. Most conversations about his mom stopped when he mentioned she’d gotten shot. “She was so big on holidays. Christmas, Easter, Halloween. She made the best costumes.”
Cass was nodding. “I know exactly what you mean. Holidays for us have never been the same since my mother died. I try—but there are only the five of us to celebrate now—plus a few ne’er-do-wells.”
“Did you just use ne’er-do-wells in a sentence?”
“I did. Ten points for Gryffindor.”
Brian grinned. He was searching for a new topic when Cass suddenly said, “Could you help me with something?”
“Sure.” Brian perked up. Given how seldom Cass asked for help, this had to be a good sign. “What do you need?”
“Come to my shed. I want to show you something.” She led the way to the small structure at the far side of Sadie’s gardens. When she took out a key to unlock the door, Brian understood he was being allowed into her inner sanctum.
Inside, she flicked on a light, which illuminated a small, rectangular room. Brian spotted the kiln at the far end. “You do pottery?”
“I used to. Mom and I did; it’s been a while since I made anything. That isn’t what I wanted to show you, though.” She gestured him over near a set of shelves where a few mismatched pieces of pottery sat as if they’d never been moved after they’d been fired. “This is my stash.”
For one second, he thought she was referring to drugs, and he tensed all over, but quickly realized she meant her fireworks. She sure had a lot of them. When Brian took in the assortment on the floor-to-ceiling shelves, he whistled. “I’m glad you keep that door locked.”
“I let things get out of control,” she agreed, and smiled wryly. “Which is ironic, since I’ve always used them to feel like I was keeping things under control.”
“How’d that work for you?” Brian figured he’d ask for more details someday, but not today. He scanned the shelves and relaxed a little when he confirmed she only had fireworks—not explosives. He’d been beginning to wonder how deep this habit went.
“Not too well. I want to save a few of these for the Fourth of July, but I think I’m ready to get rid of the rest. I’m just not sure how. Do you think I should call Cab?”
“I think that’s a start. I’ll help you figure it out.” He wanted to reach out and touch Cass, but this fragile truce between them was good enough for today. “You didn’t buy all these at a fireworks stand. I’m pretty sure some of this stuff has been outlawed for years.”
“Where there’s a will there’s a way,” Cass said simply. “I don’t have the will anymore, though.”
“Glad to hear it. I’m glad you trusted me enough to tell me about it, too.”
Cass reached out to adjust a bottle rocket so it lined up with the others. “I see the good in you, Brian.”
“I’d like to start over. Try dating.” He shifted closer to her, wanting her to remember how good they’d been together.
“The thing is,” she said sadly, “I’m still not confident you’d want me if I didn’t come with a ranch. Until I am, I can’t be with you.” She wouldn’t meet his gaze. “But I’m going to talk to the General and tell him how much you’ve helped us. I’m going to tell him he should offer you a permanent job. I’ll tell him to build you a house on the property somewhere, rather than putting you in one of those damn trailers in the Park. That way when you find the right woman you’ll have a home to offer her.”
When he found the right woman? Brian shook his head. Her words had the kick of a bullet to the heart. Didn’t she understand how he felt about her?
He guessed not. He’d lost her trust.
He’d lost her.
“The thing is, Cass, the only woman for me is you.”
 
Cass was still replaying that sentence in her head the following afternoon as she did up the lunch dishes when her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was Lena.
“Cass? We’ve got a problem. A big one.”
“What is it?”
“Come down to the stables—and be ready to ride. You’ve got to see this.”
Cass slipped the phone back into her pocket, found her boots and shoved her feet in them, then hurried out the door and jogged down the track, wondering if the hands had come back and were making trouble. Lena hadn’t sounded like she was in imminent danger, but Cass couldn’t help wishing that Brian was around for backup. He’d gone into town to get more supplies for the roofing job. Pretty soon she was going to have to face her worst fear and help him up there.
She wasn’t looking forward to that at all.
The day before, he’d left the shed soon after he told her she was the only woman he wanted. Cass hadn’t known what to say to that. Words were words. They didn’t mean anything—as much as she wished they did.
When she met Lena at the stables, her sister had two horses saddled and ready to go. Cass ached when she realized how long it had been since she’d ridden.
“What’s wrong?”
“Bob was here. I spotted his truck in the distance, but I couldn’t catch up to him. So I followed his tire tracks to see where he’d come from. You’re never going to believe this.”
Lena mounted her horse and set out down the track. Cass scrambled to mount, too, and catch up with her.
“Where are we going?”
“Come on!” Lena didn’t slow down as she cut past the Park, past the pastures and into a part of the ranch Cass rarely went to these days.
Drier, stonier, unfit for cattle, this corner of the ranch wasn’t good for much. Cass knew the track they were taking led to a canyon.
“Why was Bob heading this way?”
“Take a look.”
Lena led the way down a steep grade. They’d camped here once or twice as kids, liking the feeling of being hidden away from the world, but now its isolation unnerved Cass. Why would Bob want to come here?
Not for any good reason, she figured.
Cass gasped when she rounded a bend in the track and had a clear view of the canyon floor. “You’ve got to be kidding me! He was living here the whole time?” The dilapidated trailer Bob said he’d hauled to the dump sat square in the middle of the flat, barren ground.
“Not living. Working.” Once again Lena led the way. She dismounted and Cass followed suit, leaving her horse with Lena’s a dozen yards from the trailer. When they drew near, Lena veered off for a moment to grab a battered folding lawn chair sitting outside the trailer and set it under one of the windows that used to be boarded up. Cass took in the fat padlock on the door, the square of plywood on the ground and the screwdriver sticking out of Lena’s back pocket. “I got that piece off,” Lena confirmed. “We need to hurry though; who knows when Bob will be back. Take a look.”
Cass climbed up on the chair as Lena steadied it. It took a minute for her eyes to adjust to the relative dimness of the trailer. Most of the other windows were still boarded up. One or two small ones had curtains over them. As her vision cleared, she sucked in a breath. “Oh… fuck. Is that… is that what I think it is?”
“A whole hell of a lot of drugs,” Lena confirmed. “Like… a whole hell of a lot of drugs, from what I can tell. And I don’t like the look of that equipment.”
“Is he cooking meth… here?”
“I don’t think so—yet. I did a quick search online and there was a list of things to look for. I don’t see any of the ingredients or telltale signs that they’ve been cooking it here. Sure looks like that was the plan, though. Maybe you disrupted that when you fired Bob. Maybe they just hadn’t moved their operation yet. Meanwhile, they’re storing everything here before they ship it off.”
Cass tried to identify what was in the various packages. “Why didn’t they at least cover everything up?”
“Who’s going to see it here? They thought they were safe, so they didn’t bother. They’re coming in and out on the back roads, but they obviously don’t think we’re much of a threat.”
“No wonder…” Cass climbed down off the chair. “No wonder they’ve all been after us. No wonder Bob moved all his people in like he did. It was all part of a bigger plan.”
“Of course it was. You realize why he was doing it here, don’t you?”
“What do you mean?” Cass was still in shock. She surveyed the clearing, wondering if anyone was watching them now. Would Bob leave such a large stash unguarded? “We should get going.”
“We can’t just leave this stuff,” Lena contradicted her. “Don’t you get it? We’re their cover. Anything happens, it’s our fault. If the stash gets found—it looks like it’s ours.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Cass stammered, but a cold shock slid through her veins. If the drugs were found. If the authorities thought they were theirs…
They’d lose Two Willows for sure.
“We have to call Cab.” Cass reached for her phone.
“No way. Get up there again and look through that window. Notice anything familiar?” Lena demanded.
“Like what?”
“Look!” Lena wasn’t going to back down.
When Cass reluctantly did so, she leaned farther into the window and sucked in a breath. “That’s… that’s the manual you couldn’t find. Sitting right there on the counter.”
“And your cast-iron pan.”
“Wait, those are Sadie’s missing garden clogs. All the stuff we’ve been looking for—it’s all here.”
“All the stuff we never reported missing, and a lot more we didn’t even notice was gone,” Lena said. “That trailer is full of our stuff. Anyone stumbles onto it—they’d think we’re the ones storing the drugs. What do you bet there’s more in the drawers and cabinets.”
“Cab wouldn’t think that.”
“Wouldn’t he? Cass, if they’ve done this much to frame us, what else have they done? Think about it. Think about all those hired hands who answered to Bob. We’ve got nothing on them. As far as we know they didn’t do anything out of line while they were here except mouth off to us. We didn’t file any complaints about them. Bob’s got them in his pocket. If we call Cab and say Bob and the others are storing drugs on our ranch, he’s got five upstanding citizens to testify on his behalf. Citizens who lived here. Who watched us. Who would know exactly what we do.”
“So they’d testify Bob had nothing to do with the trailer. That doesn’t mean anyone would believe them.” Cass hopped off of the chair. “Besides, we fired them.”
“Which makes it look worse. Think about it,” Lena said again. “What if that’s not all they do? What if they testify that we’re the ones who moved the trailer from the Park, and we’re the ones who’ve been in and out of it all the time?”
A cold shiver ran down Cass’s spine. Even if the charges didn’t stick… their reputations would be dragged through the mud.
“The General,” Cass whispered. “It doesn’t matter how this goes, does it? The General is going to freak when he hears about this.” She tried to think through all the possible ways this disaster could play out.
In the end, it was all the same.
He would decide once and for all they weren’t capable of running the ranch right. He’d install a new round of overseers and hands… maybe he’d even follow through on his threat to kick them out for good.
Standing with Lena next to a trailer whose contents represented the end of everything they’d worked for, Cass had never felt so helpless. The General would never understand how things had gotten this bad. Even if she tried to explain, he’d point out all the mistakes they’d made along the way.
The worst of it was, he’d be right.
They’d been too gullible. Too trusting. Too blind to the problems mounting up all around them. Anger, pure and clear, burned through her. All they’d ever wanted was to be left alone to live their lives. Why did everyone need a piece of them?
“We are not going to let them ruin things for us,” she said to Lena.
“We have to get rid of the trailer,” Lena said. “We could hitch it up to my truck and drive it out of town. Leave it somewhere.”
“What if someone sees us? That seems like a perfect way to get caught.” Cass thought fast. “No one can know about this. No one.” It felt like old times; the two of them against the world. How many times had she and Lena concocted a plan to fight back when things seemed unfair? Adrenaline coursed through her veins as she considered the options. They needed to get rid of the evidence, even if they hadn’t committed the crime. There was one way to do that: an action commensurate with the fury that was building in her heart.
Lena waited for her to say more, and Cass knew her sister knew exactly what was running through her mind, but every time she opened her mouth to utter the words, she found she couldn’t say them. She remembered making love to Brian, opening her heart to the feelings that had coursed through her as they moved together. She remembered the tears she’d cried later, the sobs that had wracked her, but left her feeling… peace. She didn’t want to backtrack now. She didn’t want more secrets—more reasons for her family to live apart from everyone else. She didn’t want to have to hide her feelings again.
Finally, when Cass didn’t speak, Lena began, “We could blow it—”
“No. We can’t,” Cass said, coming to her senses. She put up a hand to forestall Lena’s arguments. “Absolutely not. There’s a big difference between setting off a bottle rocket and blowing up a trailer. We can’t do that.”
“I know you could rig something big enough to do the job. Come on, you’ve got to admit you want to.” Lena was furious, too, and Cass understood her need for revenge.
“Of course I want to,” she snapped, “but that doesn’t make it right.”
“So, you’re done with all that? Forever?”
Her sarcastic tone assured Cass she didn’t believe it. “I’m not saying I won’t set off a firecracker or two now and then,” she said. “But I am saying an explosion, no matter how safe or how small, can’t stand in for my feelings. That’s heading down a path I never wanted to go. And I’m not going to do it anymore; I already asked Brian for help disposing of the rest of the fireworks.” She stopped, as the answer became clear. “And that’s what we need to do now. Ask him for help.”
“A man?” Lena said scornfully.
“Yes. A man.” It was a new idea to Cass, too, and she was just as uncomfortable with it as Lena seemed to be.
“I asked him for help before, you know. With the hands. He didn’t come.”
Shame twisted Cass’s gut. “That’s my fault,” she said. “He was with me. I distracted him.”
Lena looked at her askance. “Distracted him? Like… distracted him, distracted him?” She waggled her eyebrows, and Cass appreciated that in the middle of this calamity, her sister could still find time for humor.
“Yes,” she admitted.
“So… was it big?”
Cass shoved her. “Get serious.”
“I am. Like, this big?” Lena held her hands apart.
Cass shoved her again. “Anyway, I know he’ll help this time.”
Lena sighed. “That’s not how we used to do things.”
“How we used to do things got us right here.” Isolated. Vulnerable.
She understood Lena’s reluctance to involve Brian. Every fiber of her body rebelled against the idea of asking for help.
Even from someone who said he loved her.
“He’ll tell the General.” But Lena sounded more discouraged than angry, and Cass wondered if she was secretly relieved at the thought of bringing in reinforcements.
“I don’t think so. I think… I think he’s on our side.” Cass realized it was true as she spoke the words. As far as she knew, he hadn’t told the General about any of their mistakes. Instead, he’d worked hard to fix them and get the ranch back on track. “Brian wants to marry me.” It was a revelation to say it out loud. “He wants to be part of our family—and the ranch. He doesn’t want to lose it, either. I think… I think maybe we should give him a chance.”
“I think you’re right.” Lena looked about as surprised as Cass felt. “Which kind of makes me feel sick to my stomach.”
Cass laughed. “I know what you mean. A man… who helps. It’s a novel concept.”
“Do you think there are more like him?” Lena asked as Cass pulled out her phone.
“We could ask the General,” Cass joked as she called Brian.
Lena shuddered. “Let’s not. We got lucky once, but lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice.”
Cass couldn’t say why another chill ran down her spine as she waited for Brian to pick up his phone.
 
“Cass?” Brian had just pulled up and parked behind the house when his phone buzzed.
“We could use some help. Head down toward the stables and we’ll meet you there.”
“Sure thing,” he said when he found his voice again. Cass, asking for help for a second time in two days? That was new. “Be right there.” He started the engine and put the truck in gear. Might as well drive down and save some time. He wanted to reach Cass before she changed her mind.
After what she’d said yesterday, he’d been hard put to feel confident about his chances to fix things with her, but now things were looking up. All the way down the track toward the stables he wondered what the problem was, but nothing prepared him for what Cass and Lena showed him when they met up, stabled the horses they’d been riding, climbed into his truck and directed him toward the canyon, heading down a track to a barren scoop of land. He mentally scanned the map of the ranch he’d memorized back at USSOCOM where it hung on the wall, and shook his head; there was nothing down this way.
At least, there never used to be.
Now there was; a beater of a trailer straight out of the seventies. “What’s that?” he asked warily as he climbed out of the truck.
“Take a look,” Cass said, climbing out, too, and pointing to the folding chair.
He crossed the clearing, and hoped the spindly thing would hold his weight, but when he climbed up on it and peeked in, he realized the state of the chair was the last thing he needed to worry about.
“Bob moved it here,” Lena said when he stepped down again. “We’ve got to get it out of here before anyone finds out about it. I think we should tow it away and leave it somewhere.”
“And I think that’s a good way for us to get caught with it. A bunch of our things are in there. We think Sean stole them. He’s the one who’s always sneaking into the house with Jo. If they’re still in there and someone finds the trailer, we’ll be implicated.”
“We can break in and get them out,” Lena argued.
“But someone could still see us move it—and then we’d really look guilty.”
Brian held up a hand. “Give me a minute to think this through.” He paced a tight circle, his mind flipping through all the facts at hand. A trailer full of drugs and the kind of equipment used to cook meth. Bob trying to marry Cass. Mark providing Howie with drugs to deliver.
“If the General finds out about this, he’ll take the ranch for sure,” Cass said quietly.
Once again, Brian thought of how much pain this family could have been spared if only there had been true communication between the different factions. When he thought of the General back as USSOCOM taking all the time to set up this elaborate plan, he had to shake his head. Why didn’t the man pick up the phone and talk to Cass and the others? Better yet, why not visit them?
“You said Bob was here? Today?”
“That’s right. There are several places you can access our property from the highway. Those gates are locked, but of course Bob had the key—still does; he never gave it back. And anyway, a good pair of snips will cut through any padlock we might use.”
“Bob orchestrated everything. He found a place to store his inventory and potentially cook meth where no one would think to look,” Brian mused. “Cab said Mark’s a chemist, so he’s probably behind some of that stash—and the equipment. That pot could be homegrown or shipped up from somewhere else.”
“Howie was the delivery man,” Cass said.
“Scott was the muscle,” Lena put in.
“And Sean was in the house watching us, and stealing things to incriminate us,” Cass said. “They were working together all along.”
“We need to let them know they can’t use Two Willows for a home base anymore,” Lena said. “I say we blow that trailer up.”
Cass was shaking her head. “I already said no to that. It isn’t safe.”
“See what you’ve done?” Lena said to Brian. “You’ve made her… reasonable.”
“What should we do?” Cass asked him, ignoring her sister’s jibe.
A plan occurred to Brian. One that made him smile.
“I’m with Lena. Let’s blow it sky high.”
 
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Cass asked Wye for the tenth time as they walked up the street toward the Dancing Boot that evening. The light was fading from the sky and her nerves were keyed up tight. The plans they’d made were risky in the extreme and she still had her doubts they’d manage to pull them off.
“Are you kidding? I’ve never done anything so exciting. I’m all in.” Wye definitely seemed excited; she had a bounce in her step that Cass envied.
“You’ll have to distract Howie for at least an hour. Two is better.”
“Trust me. I was born for this undercover stuff.” As the bar came into view, Cass slowed her pace until Wye grabbed her arm and pulled her along. “Come on. Let’s do this.”
“How can you be so calm?” Cass asked her. “I can’t believe I’m about to steal a car.”
“Borrow it, you mean. Isn’t that what Howie always told Alice when he took hers? Turnabout is fair play, right?”
Cass took in her friend’s high heels, tight mini and the plunging neckline of her top and wondered again how she’d let Brian talk her into bringing Wye into this. Her normally calm, no-nonsense friend was practically giddy at the thought of playing her part.
“Wye is going to be our distraction and our lookout,” Brian had said back when he’d laid out the plan in the gazebo that afternoon. “She’ll keep Howie busy while you take his truck.”
“I don’t know how to hotwire a truck,” she’d protested.
“He keeps a spare key under the mat,” Alice had said blithely. “Chance Creek is a small town, after all. There’s no crime here.” She had shrugged with an impish smile that made Cass breathe a little easier about Alice’s recovery. She’d hated to see her sister so brought down by Howie’s duplicity. If Alice was willing to make jokes, her heart had to be on the way to healing.
Unlike Wye, Cass was dressed all in black, her hair tightly braided and tucked under a dark baseball cap. When they reached the club, she hung back. “Call me when you’ve landed the quarry,” she said. “But Wye, if anything goes wrong, just bail.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be perfectly safe. When I’m done, I’ll head over to Fila’s.” She named a popular restaurant in town. “I’m spending the night at her place. She and her husband will drive me there. Do you see Howie’s truck?”
“Right over there.” Cass pointed to the far side of the lot where Howie had parked on the diagonal, hogging two spots. She hoped it was true that Wye would be safe. If anything happened to her while she was helping them, Cass would never get over her remorse. She watched her friend disappear into the bar, made her way over to the far side of the lot and leaned against a nearby tree, trying to keep out of sight of the bar’s patrons.
It was nearly a half an hour before Wye texted her a message. Got him. Cass texted Brian, who was back at the ranch with her sisters preparing for the next step in their plan, and scanned the lot again. So far, so good. This side had filled up early and most people were parking at the back of the bar now. She slid between the vehicles, opened the door to Howie’s truck and carefully climbed inside.
It was the work of a moment to find the key Alice had told her about. Cass slid it in the ignition, debated whether or not to buckle up her seat belt and finally did, then turned the key.
The engine roared to life and Cass ducked, sure that Howie would be able to hear it from inside the bar, as silly as that was. It would be impossible to hear anything on a normal night. Tonight, with a live band playing, he’d go home with his ears ringing.
She set the truck in reverse, inched the massive vehicle out of the space it occupied and tapped on the gas. It lurched forward once, twice, until she got a feel for the engine. She exited the parking lot as quickly as she could and headed out of town.
Cass didn’t breathe easily until she’d left Chance Creek behind, but even on the country highway leading to Two Willows, her heart was beating fast. She kept both hands on the wheel and checked her rearview mirror every couple of seconds. When she saw headlights behind her she thought she would throw up, but the vehicle turned off well before Two Willows came into view.
When she turned into her own driveway, Cass didn’t think she’d ever been so happy to arrive at home, but this was only the start of the plan. She carefully drove Howie’s truck down the rutted track toward the canyon where the small storage trailer sat, and was rewarded when she found Brian and her sisters ready for her, everything unloaded from the trailer and sitting in piles on the dirt outside.
“It’s all going smooth as silk,” Brian assured her. “I called in every Navy SEAL favor I could. It’s lucky there are a few of them in town. Boone Rudman’s got Sean cornered playing pool at Rafters. Mason Hall found Bob at the hardware store and convinced him to visit Westfield. He told him he was looking for an overseer to run their cattle operation, and the idiot fell for it.”
“What about Scott?” He and Mark were still waiting for their court dates. Cass hated to think about them roaming free in Chance Creek. She’d hoped they would simply skip town, but so far that hadn’t happened.
“We didn’t even have to do anything about him,” Lena said. “He got into a fight with Luke Matheson.”
“He didn’t,” Cass said, appalled at Scott’s stupidity. After getting licked by Brian she’d have thought he’d avoid getting into another fight. Luke was a scrapper. Scott had picked the wrong man to bait.
“He’s already at the sheriff’s office,” Brian added.
“We separated everything that’s ours out from their crap,” Lena told her. “It’s already all back at the house. Mark’s the only wild card now. We can’t get a bead on him. We’re hoping he’s out of town.”
Cass didn’t like the sound of that. “Let’s get going, then, just in case.”
 
Brian had to hand it to Cass and her sisters: they knew how to work. With four of them helping, Howie’s truck bed was full in no time. Brian closed the tailgate and they tied a tarp firmly in place to cover it.
Alice was poised in her car out on the highway, keeping watch for any unexpected visitors to the ranch, but so far she hadn’t called to warn them about anyone coming near it. Brian hoped their luck would continue, but he wasn’t counting on it. That’s why he’d demanded that the women all leave the ranch when he did.
Brian ordered them into Lena’s truck and told them to drive up the track a ways before he got to work installing the explosives he’d improvised from Cass’s collection of fireworks and various solvents and chemicals he’d found around the ranch. Luckily his training had covered all sorts of scenarios—but he’d never thought he’d use his knowledge like this.
When he was done, he hopped back into Howie’s truck and caught up with them farther down the track. They’d debated who should drive Howie’s truck back into town, but Brian had overridden all Cass’s protests. “If anyone gets caught, it needs to be me. The General will vouch for me,” he’d said, and Cass had subsided.
“Have you checked in with Alice?” he asked through the window when he pulled up alongside them.
“She’s anxious. She can’t get a good read on things, but for now everything is still clear. I only wish we could implicate the rest of the men somehow,” Cass said. “It doesn’t seem fair Howie will take the rap for what they all did.”
“I bet Howie gives them up,” Lena said. “He won’t go down alone.”
Brian hoped they realized it would be naïve to think any of the men would get out of the business no matter what happened tonight. The most they could hope was that the troublemakers would leave Chance Creek, or at any rate, stay away from Two Willows. They were taking a chance doing this, but unlike the women, Brian knew soon there’d be four more men to protect the ranch. He was banking on that being enough.
“Let’s get this show on the road,” Brian said. He passed her the cell phone he’d rigged to ignite the explosion remotely. She’d been very impressed when he’d shown her how he planned to set it all up. Discussing the blast radius, potential contamination of the soil beneath the trailer, containment ideas and more with Cass had proven to be far more arousing than it had ever been back in the Navy. But that was all due to the company.
“You give me a five-minute head start, set off that explosion and get the hell out of here.”
“We’ve got it.”
“Don’t backtrack, whatever happens,” he warned them. “Even if the damn thing doesn’t blow. You get the hell off the ranch and stay off until we meet up in town.”
“Brian—we’ve got it,” Cass said.
“Okay. Be safe. Don’t drive like a bat out of hell,” he warned Lena.
“I won’t.”
“Get going,” Cass chastised him. She pulled out her own phone. “Alice? All clear?” She gave Brian a thumbs-up.
Brian took a deep breath. “All right. See you on the other side.” He hated having Cass out of his sight, even for a moment, but they’d be together again in less than an hour.
“Wait!” Cass hopped up on the passenger seat of Lena’s truck and leaned out the window. She reached for Brian.
“What is it?” He put Howie’s truck in park and leaned out to take her hand.
“Brian, be safe. You need to come home when this is done. I… I need you to come home.”
Brian swallowed in a suddenly dry throat. Home. His heart swelled at the word and its implications. Damn right he was coming home. He pushed his upper body out the window, closed the gap between them as best he could and kissed her. “I will. I swear. And then we’re going to talk about marriage again.”
“O…okay.” She sat back down.
Heart soaring, Brian did the same and pressed on the accelerator, feeling invincible. They were going to take down the bad guys. He was going to win the girl. He pulled out and set off up the track, frequently looking back in his mirror. He was past the house and almost to the highway when an explosion lit the night behind him.
A nice, controlled explosion—where it couldn’t cause any harm.
A message to their friends.
Two Willows was no longer home to the drug trade. It wouldn’t ever be home to the manufacture of meth.
Time to make sure Mark and the others understood that loud and clear.
He toggled his phone. “Cass? Everything all right?”
“It’s perfect!” Her excited voice rang out. “Did you see it? It went up like a torch!”
“You women all right?”
“We’re fantastic!” She was breathless, almost giddy. Brian suppressed a smile.
That was his girl. “See you in town.” He cut the call and focused on the road.
The plan was simple: The women would wait several minutes to give him a head start, then drive into town all together in Lena’s truck. Once Brian had dropped off Howie’s vehicle, they’d meet at the rendezvous point, and head back to the ranch.
Brian set a good pace, but he kept his wits about him as he drove into town, knowing that at any moment Howie could realize his ride was missing and contact his friends. He took a circuitous route to the sheriff’s office that didn’t pass through the busiest streets of the small town. Not that the streets were particularly busy, even on a Friday night, but he didn’t want to push his luck.
When he was still some blocks from his destination, Brian pulled up the hood of his jacket to shade his face. Reaching the station, he pulled around back to where the department vehicles were parked when not in use, cut the engine and carefully climbed out, hoping to escape notice until he was ready. He undid one corner of the tarp and distributed several bags of pot and pills—and meth—on top of it where anyone could see.
Taking one last look to make sure no one else was around, he leaned inside the truck’s open window, pushed on the horn for all he was worth and then booked it out of the parking lot at high speed. His mad dash through the neighborhood was worthy of an action sequence in the best spy movie, he thought as he leaped a fence and nearly tangled himself in a swing set. Several blocks away, he spotted Lena’s truck, just where it was supposed to be.
But when he pulled open the door to climb inside, his heart dropped. Alice was driving it.
“Where the hell are Cass and Lena?” he demanded, climbing in.
Alice gunned the engine and turned back toward Two Willows. “You know we can’t all leave the ranch at once. Cass stayed to keep the General safe. Lena stayed to protect Cass. And there’s trouble coming. I can feel it. We need to get home.” Sadie and Jo watched him silently from the backseat.
Brian swore.
He’d never even thought of that stupid superstition, and Cass hadn’t mentioned it once.
He thought of Lena taking potshots at the target.
He thought of Mark unaccounted for.
“Hell. Floor it,” he demanded.
Alice did as she was told.
 
Cass jumped when her phone buzzed in her pocket. She and Lena had split up, the better to keep watch for trouble, Lena at the front of the house and Cass at the back. She wondered if Brian had discovered she and Lena had stayed at the ranch, and what his reaction had been. It didn’t matter, she told herself; they’d be together again soon enough. She leaned against the back porch railing, sweeping her gaze in all directions at intervals. Now she pulled out her phone, and her heart sank when she saw it was Wye.
“Lost him,” Wye said without preamble. “I did the best I could, I’m sorry. He got a call and was out of there like a shot.”
“That’s just fine,” Cass said, although anxiety crawled through her gut and into her throat. Brian and the others were still in town. Who knew where Howie would go next?
Was he on the way here even now?
“I slipped out the back as soon as he left. I didn’t want him to ask me questions when he realized his truck was missing.”
“Where are you now?” Cass strode through the house and gestured to Lena in the darkened front room. “It’s Wye—Howie’s flown the coop,” she hissed.
“I’m at Fila’s restaurant, just like we planned,” Wye said. “I’m going home with Fila and Ned, and I’ll spend the night at the Double-Bar-K.”
Cass breathed a sigh of relief she was out of danger. “Terrific. I’ll let you know what happens.”
“Is Brian back yet?”
“Not yet, but he will be soon.” She hoped.
“Cass, I’m worried. Do you want me to call the sheriff?”
“No. So far it’s all working perfectly. We’ll be fine, I swear.”
Wye sighed. “Call me as soon as Brian gets there.”
“Will do.”
Cass cut the call and joined Lena by the window. “Now there’s two of them out there somewhere. Pretty soon there’ll be more.”
“I’d hoped we wouldn’t need these, but looks like we will.” Lena reached behind the couch, lifted a shotgun out and handed it to Cass. “Remember how to use this?”
“Of course.” The General might not want them to serve, but he wouldn’t stand for his girls to be ignorant around firearms. Every foreman had been tasked with making sure their skills were up to par.
“I’ve got my Glock. And another shotgun, too. I grabbed all the ammunition I could find—and everything else I thought might be of use.” She passed a number of cartridges to Cass, who pocketed them. “Shout if you see something.”
“You, too.”
The shotgun was heavy when she carried it to the back porch, and her heart was heavy, too, at the thought of violence coming to Two Willows, but this was her home and it meant the world to her.
She’d defend it if necessary.
 
The calls came one after another on the drive back to Two Willows. Brian fielded them as Alice drove as quickly, calmly and terrifyingly fast as a Formula One racer.
“Sean bailed on me,” Boone said. “Got a text and bolted for the door. I tried to stop him but the place was crowded. He was gone before I could get outside.”
“Bob hightailed it out of here,” Mason said. “We did our best to detain him, but short of force, there wasn’t much we could do.”
“One of the deputies just came into Fila’s,” Wye hissed when Brian picked up her call. “He said Scott made bail a half-hour ago. Tell Cass I’m still fine; I’m on my way to the Double-Bar-K, but I thought you’d want to know. You know Cass and Lena are at the ranch, don’t you?”
“We’re on our way there,” Brian told her. He cut the call. “Drive faster,” he told Alice.
She didn’t answer. Just took a turn at a speed that made Brian grab the armrest.
Just a few more minutes, he told Cass in his mind. Just stay safe a few more minutes. He went to call her, but decided to hold off. She needed to keep her wits about her right now, not be distracted by the phone.
He’d never forgive himself if she came to any harm. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t drag a woman down with him like his father or brother had. He’d thought he could help Cass, but now his plan could be the death of her.
Hold on, he told her again in his mind. Just hold on long enough for me to make this right.
 
Back on the porch, the minutes ticked away slowly, giving Cass hope that Brian would make it home before Howie put two and two together and came to confront them. With all the lights off in the house, the sweep of the pastures was clear in the distance. A beautiful night.
A dangerous one.
Her phone trilled again. Lena appeared like a ghost in the doorframe. “What is it?”
“Wye just texted. Scott’s out on bail.”
“He’s probably on his way here. They probably all are by now.”
“Okay,” was all Cass could manage. Her fingers curled around the barrel of the shotgun. So this was what it was like to go to war, she thought. No wonder her father had been consumed by his career. Tonight she had a purpose that guided every thought and movement. It set her heart thumping and her mind into overdrive. It was as if a machine had replaced her brain; one capable of processing far more items of data than usual.
Real life receded. The moment was all that mattered. She scanned the backyard, gardens and distant pastures again.
And again.
“I’ll be out front,” Lena said and slipped away.
Cass nodded but didn’t stop looking for trouble.
When the men came, there was little warning. Just the bounce and flash of headlights from a truck moving fast over uneven ground from the direction of the barns and Park.
“Lena! Here they are,” Cass shouted. In an instant, Lena was at her side.
The truck’s engine roared as it raced up the hill and swerved in close to the house. Cass stood her ground. So did Lena.
“What the fuck?” Bob yelled, sticking head and shoulders out of the truck. “You blew up our stuff? Are you fucking kidding me?”
“I’ll blow up my trailers whenever I feel like it,” Cass shouted back.
The passenger door opened, and Howie and Scott spilled out. “Where’s my truck, bitch?” Howie yelled, advancing on them.
“Gone—and it isn’t coming back!”
“Hold it right there,” Lena warned. “One more step and you’ll feel it.”
“Don’t you threaten me.” Scott surged forward, then danced back with a curse when Lena took a potshot at him with her pistol. She was aiming short, Cass saw. The bullet ricocheted off the dirt five feet in front of him. Lena never missed by five feet.
All the men ducked back into the truck. It swerved away, then circled back, although this time Bob stopped farther away.
“You aren’t the only one who can shoot,” Scott yelled from the safety of the truck. When a bullet zipped past and buried itself in the cladding of the house, Cass grabbed Lena and pulled her inside.
“Jesus, we can’t get in an old-fashioned shootout.”
“Too late. We already are.” Lena slammed the door shut and locked it, then crossed to the kitchen window, opened it, batted the screen away and took another potshot, aiming for the truck this time. “The only thing these assholes understand is force.”
“I’m calling Cab. The drugs are gone; we’ve got nothing to worry about now,” Cass said. She didn’t wait for her sister to agree. A moment later she had her phone out and the sheriff on the line.
“We’re taking fire, Cab,” she said when he picked up. “I’ve got five men in a truck taking potshots at my house.”
“What the hell’s going on down there?”
“Come quick!”
“This got anything to do with—”
Cass cut the call, moved to the window at the other end of the room, cracked it open and set the shotgun on the sill. When Scott took another shot at the house, she aimed high, not wanting to hurt anyone if she could help it, and pulled the trigger. “Fuck! That’s got a kick,” she said to Lena, who just laughed.
“You’ve been slacking on your practice.”
That was true. She hadn’t handled a firearm in months.
It wasn’t like you forgot, though.
She racked another cartridge and took aim.
“Maybe I scared them off,” she said when nothing happened for a long moment.
“Don’t get cocky,” Lena said, just as Howie leaned out of the truck’s window.
That wasn’t any shotgun he was holding, Cass realized. “Down! Get Down!” She dropped to the floor.
Lena ducked as the world exploded in gunfire, round after round chewing up the wooden siding of the house. When the windows shattered, they both rolled over and pressed their faces to the ground. Still the firing went on with a rat-a-tat-tat Cass had only ever heard in war movies.
“Where’d they get automatic weapons?” she cried, but she didn’t expect an answer. As the bullets pinged and zipped and thwacked through the windows and buried themselves in the wall across the room, Cass hugged her arms over her head and fought to keep from sliding into panic.
Lena was yelling something she could hardly hear. “…works. Fireworks!”
“They’re in the shed,” she yelled back, then pressed herself back to the ground as another glass pane shattered, sending shards spinning and twisting through the air in a dangerous waterfall.
“No. No!” Lena’s voice was hard to make out over the gunfire. “Right there!” She pointed to the cabinet Cass was huddled up against. Cass couldn’t understand how her fireworks had gotten inside, but when she pulled the door open, there they were—a collection of bigger ones, including a pile of M-80s. Lena must have grabbed them earlier when she rounded up everything that might be handy. “Hold them back,” Lena was yelling. “Scare them! They’re circling around.”
Cass held her breath. If the men came in from both sides of the house at once, she and Lena didn’t stand a chance. She shifted the shotgun to her left hand, grabbed the bag of fireworks in her right and turned back to Lena, who stopped trying to communicate with words and switched to the set of military hand gestures they’d all learned as little girls.
Cass let out a laugh that was nearly a sob as she took in what Lena was saying. She needed to get into the front room and get ready. If… no, when… the men stormed the front door, the M-80s might be a big enough surprise to keep them at bay a little while longer.
She hadn’t army-crawled in years and almost immediately her muscles protested at the strange movements. She inched forward until she reached the end of the wall of cabinets. Looking across the gap made by the back door, she gasped when she saw its thick, wooden expanse had splintered. The kitchen windows had all shattered. She took in the broken dishes, the papers strewn across the floor and glanced back at the door as it buckled under a new round of fire.
“I can’t get past,” she screamed to Lena. She’d have to if she wanted to make it into the front room. But any second that door would give. She pictured a barrage of bullets slamming into her as she scooted across. Rooted in place, she couldn’t make herself go any farther.
“Yes, you can. Now! Hurry!”
Cass shook her head. She couldn’t do it. Couldn’t—
“They’re destroying the house!”
Cass blinked. Lena was right. They were ruining it. Her house.
Cass surged across the gap, slithered right past Lena and bolted for the front room.
“Matches,” Lena screamed and tossed her a box she pulled out of a drawer by the sink.
Cass grabbed them, too, scrambled her way into the front room and shoved the sofa away from the inner wall to make a diagonal barricade facing the front door. Crawling behind it, hoping it would offer a little cover, she set the shotgun aside and pulled the M-80s out of the bag with shaking hands. She set them up in a row and prepared the matches. Now all she could do was wait.
In a sudden silence, she heard Bob shouting orders. “Cass, you’re dead meat!” he yelled.
She prayed that wasn’t true.
Where the hell was Brian? Where was Cab? What was taking so long?
She had no idea if minutes or hours had passed since she’d called the sheriff.
She heard voices circling around the front of the house, considered standing up and looking, but was glad she hadn’t when the windows exploded inward a second later as gunfire filled the air again.
Wait, she told herself, pressing against the couch for safety. Wait for it.
Another lull. More voices.
“Now!” a man yelled. Was that Bob?”
Cass lit a match, dropped it, stamped it out with her bare hand on the floor and lit another one as fast as she could. This time she succeeded in keeping it lit and she held it to each fuse in turn of three M-80s.
There was nothing for it now. She had seconds before she had to throw them or risk blowing off her own hands. Come on, she willed at the front door. Come on!
She heard a scream from the kitchen, and the front door burst open simultaneously. Everything slowed down.
Cass picked up the M-80s one by one and hurled them at the men spilling into the front hall.
Gunfire ricocheted all over and Cass ducked, pressing against the sofa again, covering her head with her hands.
The world exploded, the M-80s deafening in the close quarters. Suddenly Cass felt like she was underwater; sounds and sensations came from every angle, but made no sense. She grabbed for the shotgun, rolled over and waited for the next attack.
 
“Danger!” Alice yelled, suddenly swerving across the road into the other lane. Brian grabbed the steering wheel and tugged the truck back into line. “Danger! Danger!”
“Alice, calm down. Snap out of it!” There wasn’t time for visions. Brian already knew Cass and Lena were in trouble. “Drive the truck.”
Alice gripped the wheel tighter, her breath coming in harsh pants. She floored the gas and Brian fell back his seat.
“Are they okay? What’s happening?” Sadie shrieked from the backseat.
“No visions! Just drive,” Brian countermanded, keeping a hand ready to grab the wheel again. Thank God they were near the ranch. Just another minute or two.
But minutes were endless during a battle. Brian knew that all too well.
Alice’s head dropped forward, and Brian swore, nearly straddling the console between them as he fought to get control of the wheel. She snapped up again, slapped his hand away and drove, her face white, her mouth in a tight line, an Alice he’d never seen before.
Brian glanced back, took in Sadie’s and Jo’s terrified expressions. They were holding hands as if they’d seen what Alice had.
“No,” he said. “No, we’re not too late.”
“Not yet,” Alice said. “Not yet.”
 
Who was screaming?
Cass’s hearing came back with a rush and snap that had her rolling over and staggering to her knees. That sound—who? Lena?
A peep over the couch showed a confusion of bodies in the doorway, but male voices yelling told her it was only a matter of time before the shooting began again.
Still, that screaming went on and on. On and—
Cass shut her mouth, doubled over and nearly retched on the floor. She’d been the one screaming. Because she was the one who couldn’t believe what was happening around her.
The living room was destroyed. The couch’s stuffing embedded by bullets into the wall behind it. Bullets that could just have easily hit her.
Where was Lena?
What was she supposed to do now?
She still had the shotgun. Tucking it under one arm, she moved to the end of the couch to peep around and see the path to the kitchen. If she was going to die, she wanted to see Lena one more time.
“God damn it, Cass!”
Cass froze.
Bob.
Still alive. Still coming after her.
“You stupid bitch! Why’d you have to screw it all up? But then that’s what you do, isn’t it? You’re such a screw-up your own father hates you.”
She held her breath. He’s trying to draw you out, she told herself. He was trying to play with her emotions—get her so riled up she went off half-cocked. Well, she wasn’t afraid of her feelings anymore and he couldn’t trip her up that way.
But what did it matter? He was going to get her anyway. Mere feet bridged the distance between them. It would take a single shot to end her life.
This was it.
She’d run out of time.
Her thoughts flew to her mother. Would she be waiting for her if the worst happened?
She remembered her mother’s face the last time she saw her, as she slipped away from this world to the next. She had seemed peaceful when she went—as if the transition to the next world wasn’t so hard after all.
Cass hoped that was true. Hoped if Bob shot her, the end would come quick. At least then she’d be done with all the pain and worry. She’d be with the one person who had ever made her feel safe—
A sound from the kitchen arrested her. A moan.
Lena.
Bob’s low laugh hit her square in the gut. “That’s one of them,” he said quietly to one of the other men. “You go finish Lena off. I’ll take care of Cass.”
No.
No one was going to finish Lena off.
Not on her watch.
She wasn’t done with her job yet. She had four sisters to watch over. A ranch to protect.
A father to keep safe.
Wait for me, Mom; I’m going to be a little longer.
Cass stood up and pulled the trigger.
 
“There they are!” Sadie yelled from the backseat as Alice swerved around the house and hit the brakes. The truck lurched to a stop, but Brian had already leaped out of it, racing toward the sound of gunfire.
Sean was on the ground, half propped against Bob’s dusty truck. Brian saw the glint of a weapon in his hand and kicked the pistol into a long arc before Sean could use it. It fell somewhere in Sadie’s garden and Sean sagged back, slipping into unconsciousness. He must be hurt bad, but Brian didn’t care.
He kept on going, leaped the back steps and barged into the kitchen to find Scott bent over Lena’s body. He disposed of the man with a sharp kick to the face before Scott could even react, grabbed the man’s semi-automatic and hit him with it—hard. When he was sure Scott was down for the count, he bent over Lena.
“Go… go,” she hissed at him, although her face was covered with blood.
Brian made a game time decision. First he had to secure the premises. Then he could issue first aid. “I’ll be back.”
The blast of a shotgun had him pressing up against the wall, but a man’s shout and a woman’s scream—Cass’s scream—brought him racing into the living room. Coming around the corner, his instincts made him pull the trigger, and he shot the weapon out of Howie’s hand. He brought Sean’s pistol to bear on Bob. The man had sunk to his knees and was swearing up a blue streak, pressing both hands to his forehead, where blood streamed from multiple wounds into his eyes.
Behind him a man raised a gun. With a fluid movement, Brian brought his weapon to bear and shot twice, and the man crumpled.
That was Mark. Brian swept the room with his gaze again. Sean, Scott, Bob, Mark. Where was Howie?
“Cass, behind me.”
She moved as if she was in a dream, shotgun lowered, but still in her hand. He pivoted to cover her, lifting a hand to hold her back as he peeked into the kitchen again. Scott still lay on the floor unarmed, but Lena lifted a hand and pointed.
Howie must be hiding around the corner.
“Stay back,” he murmured to Cass. He whipped around the corner, and took his shot. When Howie crashed to the floor, writhing in pain, Brian disarmed him.
“Get your sister,” he said to Cass, making sure Howie didn’t have another weapon.
Cass bent down with a cry over Lena’s battered body, gathered her into her arms and did her best to raise her up. Once again Brian acted as a shield as they worked their way toward the back door. He pivoted one way, then the other, trying to watch for danger from all sides at once.
Outside, Sadie and Jo had bound Sean’s hands with gardening twine. Alice rushed to help carry Lena. Gunfire erupted behind him as they made it around the tail of Bob’s truck.
“Everyone back. Get down!”
As the women scurried to huddle around him, Brian did his best to take stock of the situation. Cass and Alice bent over Lena. Sadie and Jo pressed close to them.
They were pinned down. Low on ammunition. Bob had staunched his wound and was back on his feet, aiming for them from the back door. There were plenty of weapons left in the house for him to use.
Brian’s mind raced as he tried to come up with a new plan. He should have called Cab. He should have kept Cass and Lena with him the whole time. He—
“Give it up, Lake,” Bob called from the house. “You’re outnumbered and outgunned. Should have shot me when you had the chance! I’m going to kill you. Then I’m going to take great pleasure in killing the rest of those bitches. But not Cass. I’ve got other plans for her.”
Brian didn’t realize he’d broken cover and started toward the house until Cass grabbed him.
“Brian!”
Her voice brought him back to reality. This was what Bob wanted; what he was counting on. But Brian wasn’t some hotheaded kid anymore, rushing in when wisdom called for caution. He was going to marry Cass. Her sisters would be part of his family.
And he’d do whatever it took to protect them—including looking before he leaped. He waved Cass back and held his ground, waiting for Bob to make a mistake. He didn’t have much ammunition. He needed to get it right the first time.
“You call yourself a Navy SEAL? What kind of hero hides among a passel of girls?”
A smart one, Brian decided when Bob opened the door wider and slid the nose of his gun outside. Brian waited patiently until he saw the glint of Bob’s eyes in the moonlight. Bob fired off a round in their direction, but Brian fired, too.
And his shot found its mark. Bob dropped to the ground just as Alice stiffened again.
“Incoming!”
Sirens reached Brian’s ears only moments later and relief washed through him. He let out the breath he’d been holding, and turned. “Who called Cab?”
“Me.” Cass bent low over Lena. “Hang on, honey. Help’s coming. Just hold on,” she pleaded with her sister.
Alice touched Lena’s arm. Sadie and Jo formed a ring around them. Cass leaned down to kiss Lena’s forehead. “That’s it. Stay with us.”
“They mess’d up the house,” Lena slurred.
“Don’t you worry about that,” Cass told her. “I’ve got all the help I need to fix it up again.” She glanced at Brian, gratitude shining in her eyes.
“That’s right.” He had to clear his throat as the sheriff and his deputies pulled in, and spilled out to take command of the scene. “I’ll be here every step of the way. The house will be good as new before you know it.”
“Marry her,” Lena said, her eyes closing again.
A minute later, medics swarmed around them, and Brian had to step back to give them access to Lena’s bloodied form.
“I will,” he promised her. “I will.”



CHAPTER 10
“So you don’t have any idea how a truckload of drugs ended up behind the sheriff’s department a half-hour before your ex-overseer and his cronies started shooting up your house?” Cab asked again the following morning.
Cass shook her head tiredly. They were seated at the table in what was left of her kitchen, and she was having a hard time holding back the emotions that kept threatening to swamp her. She and her sisters had made so many wonderful memories in this room. Now the cabinets were splintered, the windows shattered, and even the battered old table she loved so much had gouges and grooves from the bullets.
And Bob was gone. Dead. He’d never bother her anymore.
Cass wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Relieved that he wouldn’t come back for her again. Pained to know someone had died because of her.
They’d never find the thirty grand he’d stolen from her; she was sure of that. She wasn’t sure if she cared. Brian was with her now. They’d all work together to recoup their losses.
Lena was resting comfortably in her room. She’d been treated and released from the hospital, and Cab had already questioned her, but he hadn’t pushed her to answer and Lena had remained closemouthed about most of it. A shot had creased her cheekbone, and she was bruised all over, but apart from a headache and some stitches, she was fine. The same couldn’t be said for the men who’d invaded their home last night. Bob was dead. Mark had two bullets in his thigh. Sean had one in his shoulder, and Howie had been shot in the gut. Scott had gotten off easiest with a broken wrist and bruised testicles. Cass knew it was important to answer Cab’s questions, but she was finding it hard to concentrate. Finding it hard to care much about the injuries sustained by the men who’d tried to kill them, too.
Cab had sent Brian and her other sisters from the room, saying he wanted to talk to her alone. Brian had hesitated, but in the end he’d done what Cab had asked. So had Alice, Sadie and Jo.
“Cass? You have anything else you want to say? Why’d your overseer come and shoot up your house?” Cab asked her again.
“I don’t know. Maybe because I fired him?” The sheriff wasn’t going to get her to admit that the drugs in Howie’s truck had anything to do with Two Willows. Maybe she was overreacting; maybe by some miracle the General wouldn’t jump to conclusions if he heard the hands had been using the ranch to cover up their operation. After all, as Brian had pointed out to her earlier, the General was the one who’d hired Bob.
But Cass knew better than to count on the General behaving rationally when it came to the ranch. He was far more likely to go off half-cocked and evict them from the property. She couldn’t allow that to happen, which was why she couldn’t cooperate with Cab.
“And why’d you do that?”
“He never listened to me.” That was the truth, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. All Bob had ever cared about was himself, and if she could have seen that right off, none of this would have happened.
“I thought the General did all the hiring and firing at Two Willows.”
Cass straightened in her seat and focused. She should have seen that coming. “He does.”
“But Bob let you run him off the ranch.”
Damn it, she needed to keep her story straight. Cass tried to think clearly, but she’d been up for nearly twenty-four hours and her need to sleep was getting desperate. “Let’s just say I knew something Bob didn’t want to get out.” That he’d stolen more than thirty grand. It still galled her that Bob thought she was so stupid he’d been surprised when she’d figured it out. All she could guess was that he’d thought he’d manage to marry her before she did. Thank God that hadn’t been the case, or she would really have been in a fix.
“So you blackmailed him.” Cab sat back in his seat and waited for an answer.
Blackmail? That didn’t sound good. She shook her head slowly. “I politely suggested he find another place to work, or I would take it as approval for me to spread the word.” Too bad Bob had quickly realized she wouldn’t follow through on her threat.
“Just what was his secret?”
“Sheriff, I don’t want to speak ill of the dead.”
Cab tapped his pen on the table, the only sign of impatience he’d betrayed so far. “I can do this all day, Cass,” he said finally.
So can I, she wanted to say, but she only looked at him. She’d been interrogated countless times by the General back when the stakes were even higher; when leaving the ranch would have meant the breakup of her family into foster homes around the state. It didn’t matter that those interrogations had taken place over the phone or on a video chat. Cab might be a formidable man when he wanted to be—but the General was far worse—even long distance.
Cab rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “Let’s play a game. I’m going to describe a hypothetical situation. And you describe—completely hypothetically—what you would do about it.”
Cass kept quiet. It was a trick, and not a very sophisticated one.
“You know, before we start I’d like to point out we’re on the same side here,” Cab added.
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
“You don’t trust me?”
“Sheriff, don’t take this personally, but you are a man. On the whole, men haven’t made much of an impression on me.”
Cab heaved a sigh. “I guess I can understand that. Ready for that game?”
She shrugged.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” He shifted in his chair. “Hypothetically, is it possible that when Bob hired on at Two Willows he came here for other reasons than to run the ranch?”
“Hypothetically,” she said. She’d give him that much.
“And hypothetically, did he maybe dip his fingers into the ranch’s earnings, and that’s why you escorted him off the property, so to speak?”
The sheriff was a little savvier than she’d thought. Cass considered her answer. “Hypothetically, if an overseer had stolen money from me, I would have found a way to run him off.”
“Instead of reporting the theft.”
“Keeping the ranch is more important than a little hypothetical cash, Cab.”
“You think the General would have taken it away?” His furrowed brow told her he didn’t understand. Cass didn’t blame him. No one understood that the General had dangled that possibility over her head for years to try to keep her in line. She simply couldn’t take the chance he wasn’t bluffing. Only someone who’d lived like she had—so insecure in her place in the world—would understand that.
“I know he would take it away if he thought I’d messed up so badly. So if Bob had stolen cash from me, and if one of the General’s spies let him know that happened, my sisters and I would be up a creek without a paddle.”
Cab had the grace to wince, confirming what Cass had always suspected—that he was indeed one of the General’s spies. Not the only one, though. Not by a long shot.
“So why did Bob come back?”
She wasn’t going to get caught out like that. “Apparently, to shoot up my kitchen.” She gave Cab a serene smile.
He didn’t smile back. “Before he went postal on your kitchen.”
“Hypothetically?”
“Hypothetically. Could it have something to do with the truckload of drugs in my parking lot?”
Cass chose her words carefully. “Hypothetically, the drug trade is alive and well in Chance Creek. And hypothetically, my ex-overseer might have seen fit to use Two Willows as a conduit. And hypothetically I might have needed to put a stop to it.”
“But Brian was the one who put a stop to it, wasn’t he? He was the one who took down Bob. You missed,” Cab pointed out.
Cass bristled. That was a low blow. When a wave of vertigo washed over her, she clutched at the table to steady herself. She’d nearly killed a man—that was enough. She’d nearly died herself.
“You’re right; I missed,” she repeated. With a shotgun at nearly point-blank range. The General would be disappointed.
“I’m glad to find out you and your sisters aren’t masterminding the local drug trade,” Cab told her. “But next time something goes wrong at this ranch, you call and tell me.” He tapped the table twice with his finger. “And next time someone tries to kill you, you pull that trigger faster. And hit the damn target this time. I don’t ever want to explain to the General he needs to come home and bury one of his girls. Nearly killed him to bury his wife.”
Cass looked up at him, taken aback. How could he know what the General felt? She had the sense Cab wanted her to ask, but Cass couldn’t go there. Not now.
“Shouldn’t you be figuring out who owns that truckload of drugs?” she asked him, suddenly exhausted.
“Oh, we’ve figured it out. And Howie’s already talking. Those guys can’t give each other up fast enough.”
“Well, that’s some good news. I guess it’s time for us to start cleaning this place up.”
“Not so fast.” Cab held up a hand. “I have one more question. Did you ladies have some kind of accident out here lately? With a trailer?”
She didn’t even blink. If Cab thought he was half as good at this game as the General was, he was sorely mistaken. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
Cab sighed again. “Sean told us about the trailer they were using to store their drugs. He said he was last in it yesterday. Said something had happened to it. I went and check out the canyon where he said it was parked. Lo and behold, there’d been an explosion. Not much of that trailer left.”
“Bob hauled away an old trailer from the Park about a month ago,” she said truthfully. “Said he brought it to the dump. If it didn’t leave my property, he’d be the one to ask.”
“If he was alive.” Cab held her gaze.
“If he was alive.” Cass didn’t blink.
“Why the hell didn’t you join up?” Cab said finally. “Would have made a damn good operative. Look at you, cool as a cucumber, lying to the authorities.”
Cass wished to God she could tell him everything. He was a good man, a man she’d always trusted. Now there’d be all this between them. “This house and my sisters are all I have,” she said. “They’re my whole world. Do you understand that?”
After a long moment, Cab nodded. “Yeah, I do. But you and your sisters have stirred up a hornet’s nest. I hope you realize that. Is that Navy SEAL going to stay?”
“I hope so,” she confessed.
“I hope so, too. Next time, you call me. You don’t handle it yourself no matter what happens. You call me, you got that?”
It was Cass’s turn to nod. “Sheriff,” she said as Cab rose to his feet. “I wish things were different.”
He softened. Touched her shoulder. “Cass Reed, your father—if he wasn’t such a God-damn ass and came around once in a while—would be proud of you for the way you defended your home—and your family. And as much as it makes my job harder, he’d be proud of you for knowing when to talk and when to keep mum. But if you think that’s all I’ve got when it comes to questioning, you’re underestimating me. If it suits me—and next time it will suit me—we won’t stop until I know your innermost fears and dreams. You got that?”
“Yes, sir.” She got it.
“Take care of yourself. Take care of Lena and the others. And that SEAL? He’s a keeper. Don’t toss him away because of a couple of hard cases and a distant father. Hear me?”
“Yes, Sheriff.”
He crossed his arms. “Damn it, when women like you get all docile, it’s downright frightening. I mean it, Cass. Marry the man and let him help you get this ranch back in shape.”
“Yes, Sheriff.”
With a grunt of exasperation, Cab jammed his hat back on his head, just as Brian leaned into the kitchen.
“You all finished in here?”
“I’m leaving,” Cab told him on his way past. A moment later they heard him say good-bye to Sadie and Jo.
“Time to fix everyone some lunch,” Cass said to Brian. “If there are any dishes left.” She surveyed the room sadly.
“Is it my imagination, or did I hear the sheriff putting in a good word for me?” He approached and rested his hands on her hips.
She rolled her eyes. “You might have.”
“He’s a smart man. And I’ll help you rustle up some lunch in a minute. But first, let’s go outside. I want to stretch my legs.”
“I need to check on Lena.”
“Alice is with her.” He didn’t wait for her to acquiesce. Instead, he tugged her out the back door and headed for the maze.
“You’ve got a question for the stone?” she said when they drew near, wondering what it could be. She hadn’t gone back into the maze since they’d made love. Surely he didn’t think they were going to fool around now?
“Something like that. Now, I think I know the way. I managed to get to the center last time.” For the next few minutes, Brian bumbled through the maze and Cass followed, smiling despite everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours. He made a wrong turn or two, but found his way without too much trouble. When they reached the center, Cass felt the sense of calm the stone always worked on her. Brian led her to the bench and gestured for her to sit.
When he knelt in front of her, she held her breath in surprise.
“Cass, I came here looking for a future after all my plans were blown to hell by my own impatience. I wanted to meet the beautiful woman whose photo I’d been staring at for weeks, and I hoped maybe there would be a place for me at Two Willows…” He trailed off and started again. “Even though I was afraid I could never be the kind of man who deserved a woman like you, some small part of me hung on to the hope there was a future with you for me here at Two Willows. But nothing—” He squeezed her hand. “Nothing prepared me for what I felt when I first saw you. You took my breath away, and the moment I stepped into your house I knew you were the woman for me. Not because of the ranch. Not because Two Willows could be my home. But because of you. Two Willows is Two Willows because of you. When I walked into the house, the love and care you lavished on it shone from every surface. It isn’t just a place where people sleep and eat—it is a place where people live and dream. I haven’t had a home like that since I was a child. I didn’t know how much I’d missed it.”
“Brian—”
“No, let me finish. Cass, I love you because of the way you love your family. I love how you take the time to do the little things for everyone. I love how the round of chores and events of each day don’t faze you one bit; you simply do them to the best of your ability. I love how you keep an eye on everyone you care about. I love the way you still have time for your friends. I love the way you feel in my arms, and how I feel when I’m near you. I swear I will always come when you need me. I will do everything I can to help you keep Two Willows and your sisters safe. Cass, would you do me the great honor of marrying me?”
Cass swallowed, hardly daring to believe this moment had come. She could barely breathe the way her heart was pounding in her chest. But surprisingly there was little to think about or debate in her mind. Previously, their situation had seemed so complicated.
Now it was simple.
She loved him. Loved everything about him. She loved spending time with him. Loved working on the house with him. Loved contemplating a life they might make together.
She’d seen the care he’d spent on fixing the house so far. She’d heard from Lena that he was knowledgeable about ranching and had a good seat on a horse. There was no question of him taking her away from Two Willows.
He wanted to be here as much as she did.
She’d received the blessing of her sisters, her best friend—and even the local sheriff. Everyone except the General had weighed in, and he’d been the one to send Brian here in the first place, hadn’t he?
What would the General think about her marrying his Navy SEAL?
She didn’t care.
Because Brian had proved once and for all he truly loved her. When the chips were down he’d come to save her. He’d helped her sisters, protected them—put his life on the line for them. Gone were any fears about his intentions. Brian was a real man—an honest man. An honorable one. And she’d be proud—so proud—to be his wife.
“Yes,” she said to Brian. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”
As his arms closed around her, she leaned in to meet his kiss. This was exactly where she belonged, she thought, melting against him. At the heart of her ranch, giving her heart to the man she loved.
When he pulled back and rose to his feet, she said, “Where are we going?” She was a little disappointed he’d cut the occasion short.
“To town. We’ll pick up lunch on the way home, but first there’s something we have to do.”
 
As Brian drove through his adopted town, he wanted to roll down the window of his truck and shout the news through the streets.
Cass had said yes.
He was going to stay at Two Willows. He was going to repair their home and do whatever it took to shore up the cattle operation.
He wasn’t ever going to let her down.
Still, when he pulled in to park near the little jewelry store Alice had told him about, he felt uneasy. It had seemed like a good idea before to allow Cass to pick out her own engagement ring and get the seal of approval from Rose Johnson, whom Alice had said could tell about these things.
Now the moment was here, he wasn’t so sure about that. But Cass was already climbing out of the truck, and her face had lit up with happiness when she saw the jewelry store.
No going back now.
Brian hurried around to take her hand. “I wanted you to choose for yourself.” It sounded right when he said it out loud. He knew too much about Cass’s past to ever want her to feel like he was dictating to her.
“I’d like that,” she said simply.
Inside, they moved slowly among the glass display cases until they found a selection of rings. They were bent over the case, pointing out different rings to each other, when a petite woman came out of the back and greeted them.
“Morning, Cass. It’s good to see you off the ranch. What brings you in today? And who is this?”
“This is Brian Lake. My… fiancé.” Cass blushed prettily when she said it, and Brian’s chest swelled with pride.
“We’re here for a ring,” he said.
“I’m so glad.” Rose rushed to pull out a few trays. “Try as many as you like.”
Cass tried on several, but Brian noticed there was one she kept looking at, but didn’t pick out. He plucked it out of the velvet case and handed it to her. The band was delicate, tapered near the rosette-shaped diamond. As he slid it on her finger, it felt right.
“Is that the one?” he asked softly.
Cass nodded, her eyes shining. “It’s beautiful.”
“We’ll take it.” He slid it off her finger again. “Don’t worry; we’ll have it back on there in a jiffy.” First, he needed to know for sure it was right. He handed it to Rose, who took it and held it in the palm of her hand for a moment. She closed her eyes and tightened her fingers around it. When she opened them again, she handed the ring back to Cass.
“The two of you will be very, very happy,” she said, as misty-eyed as Cass became when she heard her words.
“Thank you.” Cass held up the ring. “It really is beautiful.”
Brian slipped it back on her finger and kissed her soundly. “So are you.”
 
Cass was gratified by her sisters’ reaction when she showed them her new ring and announced the date of her wedding in three weeks’ time. Crowded around Lena’s bed, Jo threw her arms around Cass, and her other sisters, barring Lena, weren’t far behind. Cass stooped down to give Lena a careful hug while the others congratulated Brian.
“Do you still approve?” she whispered.
“I do. I think you two will do fine. Think Brian can keep the General from sending another overseer?”
“I hope so.”
The next half-hour was spent sharing around the lunch they’d bought, reliving the events of the night before, and making plans for the restoration of the house, but when the meal was over, Brian told the others, “Cass and I will be back later.”
He led her from Lena’s room, but instead of heading downstairs, he tugged her into the bedroom he’d been staying in at the other end of the hall. He shut the door, locked it, scooped her up and carried her to the bed. Sitting down, still cradling her in his lap, he trailed searing kisses down her neck. “Finally. We’re alone.”
Cass laughed. “Have you been waiting?”
He answered with another kiss. “Haven’t you?”
She nodded, her pulse tripping in anticipation.
“We have a bed this time and everything,” he said. “What do you say?”
She couldn’t resist him when he looked at her like that.
“Heck, yeah.” Cass gave in, fumbled with his shirt, then leaned back while he stripped it off, the muscles in his arms and chest rippling with his movements. She didn’t know what she wanted to touch first; the hard planes of his chest, his bulging biceps or the flat washboard of his stomach. She reached for the buttons of her blouse. Brian gently pushed her hands away and did it for her. As each button slid free of its hole, exposing more of her to view, Cass felt no trepidation. She had no secrets left. Brian had seen them all and accepted her for who she was. She couldn’t wait to bare her body to him. She wanted him to touch her even more. She moaned when her blouse fell open and he shifted her on his lap so he could bend down and trail warm kisses along the edge of her bra cups.
Still perched there, she slipped out of her jeans and Brian helped her out of her panties. He slid them down and helped untangle her legs from them, an acrobatic feat that left them both laughing in between kisses. He stood up, lifting her easily, and she wrapped her legs around his waist while he unbuttoned his jeans and shucked them off. His boxer briefs followed and when he sat down again, shifting her to cover his hardness, they both moaned.
Brian cupped her bottom and settled her more firmly against him, then slid his hands up to unhook her bra and peel it off. Cass moaned again, wanting him to touch her, but instead he buried his fingers in her long hair. Tugging her head gently back he kissed her, exploring her fully, tasting her and allowing her to taste him. Cass wanted more. Her nipples tingled every time they scraped against his chest. Now that they were engaged, any amount of space between them seemed like too much. She shifted, wanting him inside her, but Brian caught her around the waist and held her in place. His kisses left her reeling and when he finally brought his hands to cup her breasts and run his thumbs over her sensitive nipples, she thought she might lose control right there. She leaned back and allowed him access. He bent to kiss first one and then the other and then gave himself over to laving and playing with them until Cass could barely breathe.
“Has anyone ever told you you’re magnificent?” he murmured against her skin.
She whimpered with need, wrapping her legs tighter around his waist, and he finally took pity on her.
“We’ll use a condom this time,” he grunted into her hair as he shifted, lifting her along with him, and reached into a pocket of his bag, pulling one out after a fumbling search.
Condom?
Cass hadn’t thought about what had happened at the stone in days.
Speaking of days… She began to count, but there was no time to think the equation through. Brian ripped the packet open with his teeth, eased it out and tossed the wrapper aside. He got it on one-handed after a bit of swearing, then sat up straight again, positioning Cass over him. “Ready?”
“What?” Cass was still counting, but as he gripped her hips and moved her into place she forgot about everything but him. She braced her knees on the edge of the bed and eased down, closing her eyes as she slowly took him inside her. Brian groaned, his muscles flexing as he lifted her up and then coaxed her down again. Soon they worked together, moving in tandem. The position allowed him deep access and Cass clung to him as he picked up speed. She didn’t think she’d be able to hold on long, but at the same time she wanted their lovemaking to go on forever. Her hands sliding over his skin, she leaned forward to press kisses against his neck and over his shoulder. Every inch of him turned her on and she wanted to touch him everywhere.
Brian sped up again and soon all she could do was hold on as he thrust into her. Slick and wet and aching she leaned back and gasped when Brian took one nipple into his mouth. One of his hands on her bottom, the other cupping her neck, he laved and nipped at her breasts until Cass couldn’t hold back anymore. She came with a cry and moments later, Brian grunted, bucking against her, his fingers digging into her skin until he came, too, shuddering against her. His last thrusts filled her, coaxing more tremors from her until he collapsed back onto the bed, pulling her with him to lay against his chest.
Cass listened to the pounding of his heart, smiling to know she’d made it race. It felt so right to be with Brian this way.
And she’d be with him forever.
Whether or not she was pregnant.
 
“You call yourself a Navy SEAL?” the General thundered late that afternoon. “You are a disgrace to your uniform. I sent you there to solve problems, not drag my daughters into a shootout. I oughtta—”
“What’s done is done. The important part is your daughters are safe and the men who came after them won’t bother them anymore. I’ll see to it that there’s no more trouble, but it’s time you came home and saw the lay of the land for yourself.”
“You don’t watch the news much, do you? The shit’s hitting the fan all over the world and you want me to come home and play nursemaid? You’re the one who lost control of the operation. You get it back on track.”
“This isn’t an operation,” Brian told him. “These are your daughters and they’ve been through a frightening ordeal. They need their father!”
“They haven’t needed me since they were little girls,” the General retorted. “You’re trying to cover up the mess you made there by blaming me. I wasn’t born yesterday. Get my house in order and get my girls in line. Now!”
He was about to sign off. Brian knew he had to stop him. He’d thought the General would question him carefully on all aspects of what had happened, but now he had the sense the man had heard the details about the shootout already from someone else. Didn’t the General care about his daughters at all? When he’d filled in the other men back at USSOCOM about what had happened, they’d fallen all over each other asking questions.
“You might want to get a plane ticket anyway,” he said quickly. “Because Cass and I will be getting married—in about three weeks.” Neither of them had wanted to put it off now that they’d decided. They were looking around at their options for a venue, but as Cass had said, “They shot up the house, not the gardens. We can always hold it outside.”
The General hesitated. “Married?”
“That’s right—married. You’ll need to be here to walk Cass down the aisle. And you need to know that marrying Cass puts me on her side, not yours. I won’t spy for you anymore. But I will love and care for your daughter. I’ll fight for her until I take my last breath.”
The General rubbed his chin, the first time Brian had ever seen him so uncertain. His gaze shifted somewhere off the screen and Brian thought he was looking at the photograph of his wife he always kept close by.
“It’s her mother she’ll miss at her wedding,” the General said softly.
“She’ll want you there.”
The General shook his head. “I doubt that. Besides, these are uncertain times, and she knows how busy it gets here.”
Brian couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “General—”
The other man muttered something. Brian caught the words “crisis” and “leadership” and “duty.”
“General, wait—”
The screen cut out, leaving a logo behind. Brian stared at it for several long minutes.
The General wasn’t going to come. He was going to break Cass’s heart all over again.
“Brian? What’s wrong? I thought I heard voices.”
He started. Turned to see Cass framed in the doorway and was struck again by that mixture of sweetness and beauty that was unique to her. He would do anything to protect her from harm, but he was helpless to protect her from her father’s cruelty.
“Just talking to… someone I know.”
What could he say? He realized he was going to have to be more to this wonderful woman than just a husband. He had to make up for the gaps in her life, as she was already making up for the gaps in his. He swallowed past a lump in his throat. “I love you. You know that, right?”
She smiled uncertainly. Brian stood up. “I just want you to know, I’m going to be the man worthy of you. I swear.”
“Of course. You already are—”
“And when we have children I will be there for them when they wake up in the morning and I will be there when they go to bed. I’m not going to miss… anything.” He crossed the room and pulled her into an embrace. “I love you, and that’s forever,” he said again, and kissed her. “You understand that, right?”
She nodded and buried her head in his neck. When her words came they were muffled. Breathless. And everything he’d ever wanted.
“I love you, too.”
Brian took a deep breath, told his future bride her father wouldn’t make it to her wedding, and held her while she cried.
 
Cass thought dinner would never end. Brian’s words rebounded in her mind as she ate, but it wasn’t his declarations of love that made her dizzy with shock or the news that the General couldn’t make it to the wedding. She’d had her cry and the world hadn’t ended. It was what Brian had said about children. Lovely words she could barely remember now because—
Cass counted back. Counted again.
Could she be…?
She’d wondered more than once since they’d first made love. But then things had gotten so crazy she hadn’t had a chance to check. Enough time had passed that a test should be able to answer the question once and for all.
When Brian and Lena went to check on the cattle after their evening meal, she called Wye, told her about the errand she needed to run and met her a half-hour later in town.
“Do you really think you’re pregnant?” Wye whispered as they hurried down the aisles of the local drugstore.
“I don’t know. I feel a little… funny. Here, put this in the basket, too.” Cass added mouthwash, several toothbrushes, a package of disposable razors and a serving platter shaped like a sunflower.
“What do you need that for?” Wye pointed to the platter as she steered her toward the pregnancy tests, scanned the packages and chose one.
“I don’t want anyone to notice I’m getting a test,” Cass hissed. “I’m going to camouflage it among the other things I’m buying.”
“It’s not going to work.”
It didn’t. The cashier definitely paused when she reached the pregnancy test and scanned Cass’s face. Luckily, Cass didn’t recognize the teenager and evidently it was mutual. The cashier went back to ringing up her other purchases.
Wye followed Cass home. Upstairs, Cass sequestered herself in the second-story bathroom and followed the box’s directions. Stuffing the test stick into the bag she’d brought it home in, she washed her hands, opened the door to find Wye pacing the hall, and led her downstairs and out to the maze. The sun was low in the west, but it was still warm.
“It takes two minutes,” Cass told her.
Wye pulled out her phone and started a timer. “What I really don’t understand is why aren’t you doing this with Brian?” she asked as they walked the grassy paths of the maze.
“I don’t know. Everything has been so crazy. Being with him without protection was crazy. That’s not how I am. I’m not ready to face him with this, and if I’m not pregnant, then we can wait to talk about it some other time.”
“Have you talked about kids at all?”
Cass nodded. “He says he wants them.”
“Good.”
They reached the center of the maze and sat together on the bench.
“Ten seconds,” Wye said. “Nine, eight…”
Waiting for the results was excruciating. Cass could barely breathe.
“Zero. Take a look,” Wye said.
Cass opened the bag, checked the test, and her eyes filled when she read the results.
“I’m going to have a baby.”
Wye wrapped her in a hug and bounced up and down on the bench. “Oh my God! I’m going to be Aunt Wye! I’m so happy for you!” She pulled back from Cass. “Are you happy?”
Cass clung to her, still too dazed to take it in. She was going to be a mother.
A mother.
Feeling faint, she braced her hands on her knees. Visions of her own mother filled her mind. Amelia teaching her to cook, to ride, to read and write. Digging in her gardens. Presiding over family dinners. Stopping everything to listen to what her girls had to say. Cass’s throat thickened with a longing to see her again.
“Are you okay? Cass, what is it?”
“I’m okay. I’m just… overwhelmed,” Cass said. “My mother left me so early. I wish I could tell her. I wish she was here.”
“You know what? I think she is here,” Wye said, hugging her again. “I think she always has been. And I think she’s so proud of you, Cass.”
A tear slid down Cass’s cheek, and then another. “I feel her sometimes. Especially here.”
Wye hugged her again. “Remember how many people love you. I know you think you’re alone sometimes, but you’re not.”
Cass nodded. That was true—she was beginning to believe it.
“I think I need to be alone for a minute, though.” She straightened and wiped her eyes. “Before I tell Brian.”
Wye nodded, patted her shoulder and stood to leave. “I’ll find him and send him along, but I’ll take my time walking out, okay?”
“Thank you.”
Alone with the stone, Cass stared at its tall, impassive flank, and wondered what would come next. When her daughter was born—and somehow she knew it would be a daughter—her name might be Lake, but she would still be a Reed. Which meant she’d give her heart and soul—her blood—to Two Willows.
She’d grow to take her place in the line of women who’d tended the cattle, worked the soil, kept the house, protected the property.
It was a good life, she decided. One she’d be proud to pass on to a child.
Especially now she had a partner to share it all with. She sat back on the bench and let the evening enchant her. Took in the birdsong around her, the summer smells of fresh grass and flowers. A soft breeze caressed her cheek.
Mom, is that you?
Wye was right; she felt her mother’s loving presence everywhere on the ranch. And now that Brian was marrying her—and the General seemed to condone that, even if he couldn’t make it to the wedding—she felt more secure about her future here. It still hurt to know her father wouldn’t break his self-imposed exile from the ranch in order to come, but now that she loved Brian, she thought she understood—at least a little. The traces of her mother’s presence here soothed Cass—but she thought they caused her father pain. He couldn’t face what he had lost. And he couldn’t see that by not facing it, he was losing even more.
“Cass?”
She didn’t need to turn to know that Brian had come to find her. He touched her arm. Sat next to her on the bench.
“Wye told me you were here.”
“I’m pregnant,” she said without preamble. She didn’t want to soften the words. She wanted to know how he really felt about it.
Brian drew in a breath. “Pregnant?” When he reached for her with both hands and kissed her, Cass had her answer, but there was still one more thing she needed to know.
“You don’t know how unbelievably good that sounds.” Brian kissed her again. “My wife. My baby.”
“Brian—”
“I’m going to treat you like a queen. You’ll be the most spoiled bride—” He pulled back suddenly. “Are you all right with this?”
She nodded. “I think so. But… I’m afraid,” she admitted.
“Because of the General… and your mother?”
“Yes.”
“Because you’re wondering if I’ll leave?”
She couldn’t believe he could know her worst fears without even being told.
“I will never leave.” He braced her shoulders with his hands. “Never. God, Cass, do you know how badly I’ve always wanted everything you’re giving me now? How badly I want to wake up to you, make love to you and spend my day out on this ranch creating a life for you and our children? How badly I want to work with horses and cattle, outside in all weather, running this spread? How honored I’ll be to work beside Lena because I know she’ll give that job her heart and soul, too? Do you have any idea what I’d do to keep the rest of your sisters safe and happy? You’ve given me a whole life. Everything I’ve always wanted. And now you’re giving me a baby, too?” He swallowed. “Honey, that’s more than I ever hoped for.”
“But how do I protect her?” Cass ached for him to understand. “How do I protect my sisters? What if we open our hearts to a man—to you—and you let us down?”
“I won’t do that,” he assured her. “I’m not your father. And I’m not Bob, or any of the others. I guess you just have to trust that.” But he didn’t seem satisfied, and neither was she. Brian scrubbed his hand over his mouth, scanned the ground in front of them and raised his gaze to the stone. “Ask it,” he demanded, pulling her to stand before it. “Ask it if I’ll stay. You said it’s always right.”
His words seared through her. He was right; she’d get an answer one way or the other, just as she had before. The stone had said she’d marry him. Rose had said she’d be happy. But neither had said how long that would last.
Did she really want to know?
Cass stared up at the stone, debating the answer. Then she stepped forward and placed both hands on its rough surface. Why not take the bull by the horns and find out once and for all? “Will Brian stay with me—until I die?”
The wind whipped up, swirled around her until her hair danced into her eyes. The hedges rustled with the passing breeze.
“Oh!”
Cass flinched when something struck the back of the head. She reached back to untangle it from her hair—a sprig of tiny yellow roses.
“My mother’s favorite,” she whispered to Brian, holding the sprig up for him to see.
She was here. Her mother was answering. Cass’s lips trembled. She tilted her head back and tried to hear her words in the wind. What did the flowers mean? Was that all the answer she would get? It was too ambiguous.
Mom, she called inside her mind, but her mother’s presence was already slipping away again.
“What did your mother used to say about love and marriage?” Brian asked softly.
Cass laughed, a sharp sound, as tears filled her eyes. “She always said…” She fought to swallow a sob, blinking back the wetness that threatened to spill over her eyelids. “She always said a successful marriage took three things: a decision, a leap of faith and a whole lot of cussedness.” She searched his face. “I guess this is where the leap of faith comes in.”
Brian wrapped his arms around her. “Lucky for you, I’m one stubborn cuss. I’m not going anywhere, Cass. I said it before and I’ll say it again. I’ll say it until I die. You’re not getting rid of me.”
“Good.” Cass pressed a kiss to the base of his neck and gave in. Maybe the real message was that she couldn’t control the future—that none of us ever truly knew where our lives would lead. But that Brian was here with her now, and he loved her, and that was worth the leap of faith marriage represented.
It would have to be good enough, Cass decided.
Because she wasn’t going to let Brian go again.
 
Three weeks later, Cass stood in the front hall at Two Willows and waited for the musical signal that would send Jo out the door to lead the procession toward the garlanded bower where Brian waited. Holding her wedding on Two Willows’s front lawn felt more right than Cass could say. With the house anchoring the scene, as it had anchored her all her life, and her friends and family celebrating her happiness, her marriage would start off on the right foot.
It would take some time before it was put to rights again, though. She’d started on the interior. Brian was nearly done with the roof. Once he learned she was pregnant, he’d refused to allow her up there to help. She’d graciously accepted his decision, and her fear of heights was still safely her secret. Someday she’d tell him and they’d have a good laugh over it, but for now she’d allow him to think she’d grown excessively agreeable.
She saw reminders of her mother everywhere she looked, from the flowers she held in her hands that came from the gardens her mother had first planted, to her sisters’ faces, happy for her despite the cares and heartaches each of them still struggled with, to her own reflection in the mirror Wye held up for her for one final check. She wore her mother’s wedding gown, which Alice had altered to fit her thinner frame. Her mother’s veil, too. With her hair pinned up and her mother’s pearls around her neck, she looked like Amelia had when she’d posed for her wedding photo.
The only thing missing was her father. She still remembered how gently Brian had told her he wouldn’t be coming. How he’d held her while she cried. She remembered how he’d whispered over and over that he’d never leave. The way that Brian cherished her was already changing the way she felt about the world. Her father might not be here today, nor her mother, but she was still surrounded by family. Friends. A community she was proud to be a part of.
Cass swallowed hard. She was happy. So happy.
The music swelled. Wye and her sisters straightened and got in line.
“Ready?” Jo asked.
Cass’s phone erupted from the side table in a burst of tinny music, and she wondered who on earth could be calling now. Everyone she knew in the world was sitting outside waiting for her.
“Ignore it,” Lena urged her. “We have to go.”
Something made Cass reach for it, though, and when she saw who it was, her heart skipped a beat. “It’s the General.”
Her sisters stared back at her. “Answer it,” Wye said. She grabbed it from Cass’s hand, swiped to accept the call and held it to Cass’s ear.
Cass took it. “H—hello?”
“Cass.”
“Mm-hmm.” Her voice squeaked a little. She swallowed again.
“Wish I could be there. Got tied up. You know how things are.” His voice was gruff and he sounded older. It had been so long since they’d really spoken. Cass clung to the phone.
“I know.” Her heart was pounding in her chest. Had he really called her on her wedding day?
It was far more than she’d expected, and she found she couldn’t be angry with him, even though she knew she should be. He should be here.
But at least he’d called.
“I bet you’re every bit as beautiful as your mother was.”
“I don’t know about that.” Her voice quavered with emotion. She only wanted to honor her husband to the same extent her mother had honored the General. Amelia was a fine role model, and Cass meant to do her best to live up to her standards.
“I do. You were always something, Cass. You’ve done well.”
“I wish you could be here.” The words escaped her mouth despite her best intentions. Wye put an arm around her. Cass leaned on her.
Her father cleared his throat. “Me, too. Say hello to that SEAL of yours. Tell him to watch his step.”
“I will.”
“Tell your sisters… well, tell them…”
She waited for him to finish his sentence. Ached for him to do so.
“Well, tell them to behave.”
Cass bit back her disappointment, but when he went on, her heart squeezed again. “I’m proud of all of you. A man couldn’t ask for better girls.”
Jo gestured to her. “We have to go,” she whispered.
“They’re… waiting for me,” Cass said. She didn’t want to end the call. Regret for all the years of hardness between them pressed against the back of her throat.
“You’d better go, honey. Be strong. Be true to yourself. You’ve got this.”
“Okay.”
He was gone, and Cass realized she hadn’t told him about the baby, but as the music swelled again and Jo stepped out of the house to begin the walk down the aisle, followed by Sadie, Alice, Lena and Wye, Cass decided she’d worry about one thing at a time. First she’d get married. Then she’d fix her family. There was enough time—and enough love—to do both.
 
When the music swelled, Brian set his gaze on the front door of Two Willows and waited to see the woman he loved walk toward him to become his bride. First Jo would appear, then her sisters, then Wye and Cass, of course, but as the music played on, no one exited the house at all.
The people gathered in the white folding chairs he’d helped set up on the lawn this morning began to murmur when more seconds passed and still no one came.
“What’s happening?” he asked Cab, who’d agreed to stand up with him. His brother sat in the audience with his wife and kids, as did his father. Brian loved both of them—always would—but he’d decided he needed someone reliable to be by his side when he took Cass for his wife. Most of the others who’d come for the wedding were Cass’s friends, but there were familiar faces in the audience and he knew that soon he’d feel at home in Chance Creek. Soon enough the other men back at USSOCOM would join him, too.
As seconds stretched into a minute and then more, people craned their necks to see what was going on back at the house. When Jo finally stepped out into the sunlight in a spring green sheath dress and matching shoes, the audience let out a collective breath and ah-ed over how beautiful she looked. All of Cass’s sisters were pretty in their wedding finery, and so was Wye, but when Cass stepped over the threshold, he had eyes for no one but her. The fitted bodice of her gown set off her figure, while its full skirt made her look like something out of a fairy tale. When she met his gaze, she smiled tremulously, and Brian’s heart caught in his throat. He’d never seen her so beautiful. He watched her walk down the aisle, so lovely and graceful he couldn’t believe she would soon be his. When she reached his side, he took her hand and squeezed it. She squeezed back.
“You’re stunning,” he whispered. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
Brian barely heard the words of the ceremony. He couldn’t see anything but Cass, his beautiful Cass, as she said the words that made her his wife. When the reverend finally said, “You may kiss the bride,” Brian lifted her veil and kissed her long and hard until the audience erupted in cheers. As they faced the gathered company as man and wife, Brian held up a hand to silence the clapping. “We have one more announcement. I hope you’ll be as happy for us as we are. I know it’s not conventional to announce this at a wedding, but I can’t keep this a secret. We’re having a baby. Due in March. It’s time for a new beginning here at Two Willows. Come and grab some grub and let’s get dancing. We’ve got a lot to celebrate!”
Walking up the aisle with Cass at his side, friends thronging them on all sides offering their congratulations, Brian knew that life would keep throwing curve balls at him, and that there was no way to predict the future. He also knew that with Cass by his side, he could face anything. He’d finally found a home with Cass.
And he meant to stay with her forever.



EPILOGUE
Sadie had just run through the back door into the house to fetch another tray of appetizers when a pounding on the front door made her jump and press a hand to her heart. Wondering who had come so late to the wedding, she rushed to welcome them, but was surprised to find a stranger on the steps when she swung open the door.
The words she was about to say died on her lips when she took in the handsome features of the man in front of her. Tall, broad-shouldered, with hair so dark brown it was almost black, and piercing blue eyes that seemed to dance with mischief, she was struck by the dimple that indented one cheek when he smiled.
“Well, hello there, lassie,” he said in an outrageously fake Irish brogue. “You must be Sadie Reed. I’m Connor O’Riley. The General sent me.”
    
Want to read more about Brian, Cass, and their friends? Check out the rest of the Brides of Chance Creek series.
JH Croix’s Take Me Home is up next! Marley moves back home to find security in the aftermath of a brutal robbery. She feels an instant connection with her new neighbor, a smoldering Navy SEAL. The danger Marley is trying to escape is chasing her, and Gage finds he’ll do anything to protect her. He never considered his own heart might be at risk. A first in series small town romance suspense story. Keep reading for Marley and Gage!
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CHAPTER 1
M arley Adams walked up the old ski trail, taking in the view around her. The air held a bite of winter though fall had yet to entirely pass. Cresting the top of the trail where an abandoned ski lift sat, she turned and looked behind her. Her breath caught in her throat. Kachemak Bay lay sparkling in the sun. Mountains rose behind it on the far shore, snow-tipped and bright. She was home. Home was Diamond Creek, Alaska, a fishing village and tourist mecca in Southcentral Alaska. Breathtaking views, wildlife galore, and a tight-knit community of independent, hardy souls. The place she couldn’t wait to get away from once she graduated high school. Today, she let her heart soak it in, the one and only place that ever felt like home.
She breathed in the bracing autumn air, scented with spruce and the hint of snow to come. The ground danced with color. Most of fall in Alaska happened underfoot as the landscape was heavily forested with evergreens. She turned around and eyed the ski lift. The lift swayed and creaked in the breeze. It felt like a lifetime ago when her parents had brought her up here with her sister to ski when they were little girls. The exhilaration of rushing down the bunny slope and tumbling into the soft net at the bottom was vivid in her memory. Sometime during her childhood, the ski lodge had closed and stayed empty all the years since.
Curiosity drew her to walk up to the tiny building by the lift. She wiped her arm over the smudged window and peered inside. A woodstove sat in the corner and a bench along one wall. A first aid kit was on the floor and a discarded jacket on the bench.
“Excuse me, are you aware you’re trespassing?”
Marley leapt away from the window with a squeak, whirling around to find a man leaning against the corner of the building. The man in question had short brown hair, gray eyes, sharp features, and a body that looked as if it had been sculpted in stone. Even though it was chilly enough for her to wear a lightweight jacket, he wore nothing over the t-shirt that hugged his muscled chest and arms. His legs were rock-hard and encased in sleek running pants. He looked as if he was out for a run. His gray eyes held hers. They were bright gray, as if they held lightning inside. His energy was potent masculinity. He didn’t seem unfriendly, but neither did he appear welcoming. Against all reason, her body hummed at the sight of him. He was just…pure man.
“You startled me,” she finally replied.
The man arched a brow and remained silent.
“Um, I hiked up the old ski trail. I didn’t know that was a problem. We used to do it all the time when I was growing up.”
The man nodded slowly. His gray eyes left her and traveled around the view, landing back on the small building he leaned against. “Right. Should have guessed that,” he finally said.
Marley had never seen this man and though she’d lived away from Diamond Creek for over a decade, she came home for visits every year and knew most of the locals. If she didn’t know them, her parents did. As far as she knew, no one had lived at Last Frontier Lodge for years. Residents still lamented its closure.
“Are you from around here?” she finally asked.
The man’s mouth tightened. If she’d known him, she might have thought sadness flashed through his eyes.
“Depends on how you define that.”
“I grew up in Diamond Creek. I used to ski here when I was a little girl. I haven’t lived in town for a while, but last I knew, this place was closed and empty.” She took a breath, gathering her courage. Her heart raced wildly, and she struggled to keep her composure. Whoever this man was, he had a hell of an effect on her. She couldn’t even think clearly enough to introduce herself. “I’m Marley Adams. I live down the road from here,” she finally said, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the little cabin on her parents’ property where she’d recently moved.
Those gray eyes landed on her again. For a minute, she thought he wasn’t going to respond. He cleared his throat. “I’m Gage Hamilton. My grandparents used to own this place. I was born in Diamond Creek, but my parents moved away when I was little. My, uh…” He paused and closed his eyes, grimacing slightly. When he opened his eyes again, she knew for sure what she saw was sadness. “…grandmother died recently and left the lodge to me and my younger siblings. I always loved it here when we came to visit, so I moved here. I’m planning to fix the place up and reopen, hopefully this winter.”
“Oh. I’m so sorry about your grandmother,” Marley said, uncertain what else to offer.
Gage nodded tightly. “Thanks. I was pretty close to her. Still getting used to the fact that she’s gone.”
Marley nodded, curiosity swirling inside, but she sensed now wasn’t the time to ask the many questions as she had. “It’s great you’re planning to reopen the ski lodge. People still talk about it back when it was open. Aside from staying busy with locals, this place was hopping all winter long with tourists.”
“That’s what I’m hoping for.” He paused and glanced at her again, his eyes softer. “I didn’t mean to sound harsh when I asked about the trespassing thing. I came up for a run and didn’t know who you were, so…”
“Oh, it’s okay. You should know plenty of locals hike up here and use the old trails for cross-country skiing. It’s not like people don’t know someone else owns it, it’s just no one’s been here for so long, people figure it’s okay.”
Gage nodded slowly. “I was thinking maybe I should make some kind of announcement, but I haven’t quite sorted out the details yet.”
“Oh. Well, as soon as word travels that you’re here and plan to reopen, you might want to be ready for lots of people showing up to say hi,” she said wryly. “Diamond Creek’s a small town. This is big news.”
Gage smiled, and Marley thought she might swoon. Dear God, he had a dangerous smile. When he wasn’t smiling, he had that whole, smoldering sexy and kind of intimidating vibe—just enough to keep her body in check. When he smiled, her body spun like a top inside—heat and electricity swirling. His eyes crinkled at the corners, the gray brightening and his mouth softening.
Get a grip, Marley. You’ve known this man for less than five minutes. If she let her body talk, all she could think about was what it would feel like to run her hands over his body, which was nothing short of a miracle. Though if she touched him, she’d likely melt on the spot.
Gage cleared his throat. “So, how far away do you live from here?”
“About a quarter mile down the road from the entrance to the lodge. My parents own about ten acres adjacent to the lodge. Their house is further down the road. I moved into a small cabin they used to rent out to tourists in the summer. It’s tiny, but it’s got everything I need.”
Gage nodded. “Well, feel free to walk around here as much as you want. I suppose I’d better come up with some kind of plan to handle the locals hikers, huh?”
Marley shrugged. “People won’t expect to be able to do whatever they want once you get this place up and running. So you needn’t worry. You might want to notify the town hall and maybe put a notice up in the paper. Otherwise, someone being helpful might call the police if they don’t know who you are and see you around the property.”
Gage threw his head back with a laugh. Her stomach burst full of butterflies. She shook her head and forced herself to look away.
“I’ll take it as a good sign that I have to worry about that.” Gage followed her gaze out over the bay. “Well, I’m gonna keep running. Sounds like I’ll see you around.”
She nodded. “I’m sure you will. If you need anything, just stop by. You can see my place from the entrance to the lodge. It’s the little cabin with a red roof sitting on the hill nearby.”
Gage grinned. “I’ve seen it. Well, I’m off. Enjoy your walk,” he said with a quick wave before he took off running. He went around the ski lift and turned up onto the next trail nearby—a much steeper and more advanced trail—and proceeded to run up at a steady pace. Marley had never run up that trail, but she knew without a doubt it would be grueling. He ran without his pace changing. No wonder he was in such good shape. She finally turned away and began her descent, the view stretching before her.
For the first time in months, she obsessed about something other than the crash and burn of her grand plans to make something of herself. Gage filled her mind—his rock hard body, his sensual mouth…and whoever he was behind his guarded nature.
    
Gage pushed himself up the trail, his legs finally beginning to tire when he reached the top and paused beside another ski lift. He turned and looked behind him. He could see Marley walking down the trail below. He’d seen her long before she paused at the small building between trails. He’d only been at the ski lodge for a week, but he’d already memorized the pattern of trails and had been cutting across between two trails when he heard her walking. He’d paused in the edge of the woods and watched her. Her auburn hair glinted in the sun. Curiosity drew him to approach her. Why he felt the need to start off by confronting her about trespassing was beyond him. He shook his head. Not exactly the best way to introduce himself to his new neighbor.
From a distance, he’d thought she was beautiful. Up close, she took his breath away. Her wavy auburn hair was paired with forest green eyes, a pert nose, and a sensual mobile mouth—so kissable, he’d had to restrain himself. To make his body tread the edge of embarrassing himself, her body was flat out beautiful—curvy and athletic at once. She’d worn a green fleece jacket zipped halfway, which revealed a thin cotton shirt pulled tight across her breasts, her nipples peaked in the chilly air. From there, her waist dipped then curved into lush hips and strong legs hugged by her fitted leggings. She’d seemed entirely oblivious to the effect she had on him. Wearing his form-fitting running clothes had forced him to rein his body in and required so much attention, he knew he’d come across as a little too brusque. As he watched her walk down the trail, her auburn hair caught in the wind, flying wild behind her.
Marley. He turned the name over in his mind. It suited her though he couldn’t say why since he barely knew her. He watched her until she rounded a curve in the trail and vanished from sight. With a sigh, he glanced around. The building beside this stopping point for the ski lift was also in dire need of a new coat of paint. He turned in a circle. The vantage point up here offered a three hundred and sixty degree view. Kachemak Bay lay glittering under the sun in one direction, Cook Inlet could be seen beyond that with Mount Augustine, a volcano, rising in the waters. In the other direction lay Mount Illiamna, another volcano. Southcentral Alaska lay within the Ring of Fire, an area within the Pacific basin where over seventy-five percent of the world’s active and dormant volcanoes lay. As a little boy, Gage had loved this detail about his birthplace.
Returning to Alaska and his grandparent’s ski lodge was a childhood dream. His parents had moved away when he and his four younger siblings were little. They went to visit Last Frontier Lodge every summer until his grandmother had closed down the lodge after his grandfather passed away. She’d moved to Bellingham, Washington to live with his parents until she passed away. Gage had long ago let go of his childhood dream to return to Alaska because life…happened. Dreams turned into fragments of hope and hope was hard to find for him anymore. He’d recently retired from the Navy after years of active duty as a Navy SEAL and had been struggling to find a way for life to make sense.
Gage had been surprised to learn his grandmother had left the lodge to him and his siblings since he hadn’t even known it was still in the family. He’d inherited the largest share of the lodge with her will stipulating the lodge must be reopened within one year, or they would be required to sell it and divide the profits. He’d assumed she’d sold it as she rarely spoke of it. At loose ends and searching for something to give his life meaning again, he hadn’t hesitated for a minute to move to Alaska. The neglected state of the ski lodge would give him something to focus on beyond what he’d stared down on one of his last missions.
He took a last look around and began jogging slowly down the trail. An eagle flew across the trail ahead of him, its wings casting a wide shadow on the ground. Magpies chattered in the trees. When he reached the lodge again, he jogged down the drive to the road and looked toward the cabin he now knew to be Marley’s. It was hard to miss with its bright red roof practically glowing amongst the deep green spruce trees surrounding it. He turned and looked at the sign for the lodge. It hung at a drunken angle, one of the chains holding it up broken. The lettering on the sign was faded—something else to replace. He looked at Marley’s cabin again, sitting on a small rise, a cheery picturesque home. Her auburn hair, green eyes, and sensual mouth flashed in his mind. The mere flicker of her and his body reacted.



CHAPTER 2
M arley stopped her car at the end of her drive and glanced up at Last Frontier Lodge. From the road, it wasn’t obvious anyone lived there. Knowing Gage was there set her pulse thrumming. Seriously, Marley? You’re acting like an idiot with a crush. You barely know the guy. Not to mention, there’s no way a guy like him would be interested in you. Way out of your league. She shook her head sharply and turned onto the winding road that led down the hill to town. She’d only been here about a week and had yet to mentally adjust. Her parents meant well, but they were driving her mad with their daily calls to check in and job suggestions.
Her move back home had been unplanned and abrupt. She’d graduated from high school and headed to college in Seattle, filled with dreams of making it big in the technology world. She’d never wanted the money, but she’d desperately wanted to feel like a success. All through school, she’d been a computer geek of the highest order, long before it became fashionable. She’d headed to Seattle with stars in her eyes. Sometimes cliché’s fit, and in this case, her starry dream was she’d get her business degree and make a splash in the tech world. In the big scheme of things, she’d done okay. But she’d tried to break into the world of technology as a woman from a tiny town in Alaska. She’d become well-versed in the rampant sexism in the tech field. She’d made it farther than many women and made a good salary as a code developer for an app company in Seattle.
Right when she thought she might have enough money put away to break out on her own, she’d walked into her apartment in the midst of a robbery. Her surprise appearance had only made the situation worse with the masked robber whacking her across the face with his gun and shoving her in a corner before he commenced to finish what he started. She’d fallen apart afterwards though she’d tried her damnedest not to. Sleepless nights, constant anxiety, and the loss of concentration made her job all but impossible. At thirty, she found herself without a job and afraid to live in her apartment.
Lost and confused, she returned to Diamond Creek, the only place that felt like home—that felt safe. Her hopes and dreams were tattered, but she was sleeping a few hours every night now. Anger sometimes choked her. She hated feeling so fragile and having her dreams ripped away from her. She’d spent most of her life being proud of how independent she was, unafraid to see what the world had to offer. Now, she just wanted to hunker down and hide. Though a part of her was happy to be home, she wished she’d come home on her own terms. She took a shaky breath and forced her mind away from her problems.
Marley looked around as she drove into town. Diamond Creek had grown since she’d moved away. Though she’d visited every year, she hadn’t taken time to explore town much. There were now three grocery stores in town, and the multitude of art galleries, restaurants and shops catering to tourists had ballooned. She was meeting her sister, Lacey, for coffee at Misty Mountain Café. Lacey was two years younger than her and had happily returned to Diamond Creek after she finished college in Juneau.
Marley walked into Misty Mountain, smiling at how little had changed. The café was in a renovated Quonset hut, one of many scattered around Alaska, relics from World War II when the huts had been used for military installations throughout Alaska due to its proximity to the Pacific Rim. The owners had transformed the utilitarian steel tube-shaped building with finished walls and decorative timber beams. Cheerful paint colors and curtains brightened the space with local artwork lining the walls. She looked around and found Lacey in the corner. She waved and headed to order her coffee.
Threading her way through the scattered tables, she grinned when she reached Lacey and slid into the chair across from her.
“Hey there,” she said with a lift of her cup in greeting.
“Hey yourself,” Lacey replied. “How’s it going over at the little red inn?”
That was Lacey’s affectionate name for the cabin Marley had commandeered on her parents’ property. The cabin wasn’t red, but the roof was, so the name stuck. Marley shrugged. “Pretty good. I forgot how amazing the view is from there.”
Lacey nodded, her chestnut ponytail bouncing along. “The rise from the hill makes it feel like you can reach over and touch the glacier across the bay.”
Lacey paused and waved to someone who entered the café. Yet another person Marley didn’t recognize.
“So how are you? Any more trips planned before the snow flies?” Marley asked.
Lacey was an outdoor guide. She spent most of summer away from Diamond Creek with brief stays in between treks to the backcountry. She wasn’t a hunting or fishing guide, but an expert backcountry guide for elite hikers who wanted to experience hiking without easy access. Lacey didn’t consider anything hiking unless she had to fly in. She was tough as nails. Marley had the brains, and Lacey the brawn. Lacey was pure athlete and dressed the part. Her body was toned and fit, and she could have easily been a model for outdoor clothing companies. Except for the fact that her clothing was usually worn to shreds within weeks of getting it.
Lacey nodded, her green eyes, so similar to Marley’s, taking on a gleam. “One more. Heading up to the refuge for a week. My friend Cal is running this trip with me. The early snow is already flying that far north.”
“You mean the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge?”
At Lacey’s nod, Marley continued. “Wow. That’s way up there. Have you been there this late in the year before?”
Lacey shook her head. “Nope. It’s safer than going in the thick of summer. The grizzlies are already hibernating.”
Marley shook her head. As if grizzly bears were all Lacey would need to worry about. Marley wouldn’t mind finding a way to siphon some of Lacey’s courage. She’d never thought of herself as a frightened person, but getting robbed at gunpoint made her afraid of too many shadows.
Lacey nibbled on a muffin and pushed a plate across the table to Marley.
“For me?” Marley asked.
“Of course! It’s your favorite—spinach and ham pinwheel.”
Marley almost burst into tears. It was ridiculous how emotionally edgy she was these days. The mundane moment made her feel safe, something she’d never take for granted again. She took a slow breath and tried to gather herself.
“You okay?” Lacey’s voice was soft.
Marley nodded, the press of tears subsiding. “Yeah. It’s just…good to be home.”
Lacey looked at her carefully. “So, what now?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, you’re here now. What are you going to do next? Mom and Dad are going to be super helpful, so either you come up with your own plan, or else,” Lacey said with a wry grin.
Marley sighed. “Working on it. My plan right now is to try to do what I meant to do in Seattle—start my own app company. I have plenty of connections. All I need is an internet connection to do what I need. I have some money saved up, so I figure I might as well try.”
Lacey grinned. “Awesome! That’s what I was hoping you’d do.”
“Really?” Marley felt so disoriented since the robbery that she questioned everything she did. Between that and years of witnessing how hard it was to break into the market with anything new, she’d lost the confidence she’d once had in herself.
Lacey took a sip of coffee. “Of course! I always wondered why you thought you had to make a go of it in the city. You can do everything you need to right here, and avoid the bullshit of all the hobnobs telling you what you can and can’t do.”
Marley nodded slowly. “Right. Maybe I should have asked your advice about ten years ago,” she said ruefully.
“Nah. You had to figure it out yourself.”
Marley pondered Lacey’s point. Marley had been determined to show her stuff somewhere outside of Diamond Creek. She wished upon wish it hadn’t taken a robbery to shake the foundation of her life, but coming home felt so good.
“Hey, did you know that Last Frontier Lodge was reopening?” Marley asked, ready to move on from discussing her life.
Lacey’s eyes widened. “No way! Where did you hear that?”
Marley filled her in on her encounter with Gage, minus the details about how drool-worthy handsome and sexy he was.
Lacey leaned back in her chair. “That’s big news! I’m stoked. We’ll finally have somewhere to ski again nearby. Last time that place was open, we were so little, all we could do was coast down the bunny slopes. Now we can do some real skiing. What’s he like? The guy who inherited the place?”
Marley paused and pictured Gage—his body, all hard muscle, his eyes like lightning, his mouth sensual and full, and his reserved manner. She flushed at the mere thought of him.
“Oh my, Marley, you have a thing,” Lacey said with a sly grin.
“I do not!” she replied, trying and failing miserably at making her blush go away. She was so rusty at relationships, the idea of having a ‘thing’ for anyone intimidated the hell out of her.
Lacey giggled. “All I did was ask you what he’s like, and you got all quiet and dreamy. Don’t you hate how easy you blush?”
Marley rolled her eyes, her face and neck hot. “You do too!”
“That’s how come I know you probably hate it,” Lacey retorted. “Okay, so you’ve got the serious hots for him. As far as I’m concerned, you are in need of a distraction, and this Gage guy might be exactly what you need.”
“Um, pretty sure he’s out of my league.”
Lacey waved a hand dismissively. “You’re totally hot, but you had your nose buried so deep in books and computers that you’ve never noticed. When’s the last time you went on a date?”
Marley tried to recall. After a long moment, she gave up. “I don’t know. You know how it was for me. I worked all the time. Sixty, seventy-hour weeks were the norm. There wasn’t much time for dating.”
Lacey’s grin faded as she looked across the table. Her green eyes softened and she absently twirled her ponytail around a finger. “I hate what happened to you and it pisses me off that you’re feeling bad about freaking out about it, but I’m really glad you’re home. I didn’t want it to happen this way, but I’ll take it.” She paused, considering her words. “I’m not the mushy sort, you know that. But if you need to talk, I’m here. And if there’s only one thing I can tell you, it’s that you have to know anyone would be scared if they went through what you did. Stop beating yourself up about it.”
Marley looked over at her sister and wondered how Lacey understood her so well. They were so different. Marley took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Opening them, she met Lacey’s. “I’m working on it, okay?”
Lacey nodded. After a moment, her grin returned. “Maybe you should offer to help Gage out with the lodge? Be a friendly neighbor and all that.”
Marley started to shake her head.
Lacey held her hand up. “Or you could skip the preliminaries and screw his brains out.”
Marley choked on her coffee.



CHAPTER 3
G age walked down the driveway. He was tired, dusty and sweaty from an entire morning dedicated to cleaning and repairing inside the lodge. Given how many years the lodge sat empty, the inside areas were in surprisingly decent shape though covered in dust. His grandmother had left the place with all the windows boarded up and the doors secured. Throughout the lodge’s many rooms, he’d only encountered a few mice infestations. The inside was in dire need of updated furnishings, along with some minor repairs, but the essentials were sound. The outside was where he had more work to do. He’d ordered the exterior paint yesterday from the local hardware store.
After a long morning inside, he needed some fresh air. He reached the head of the drive and eyed the sign at the entrance, a large wooden sign mounted between two posts. The chain was broken on one side. He tugged the new chain he’d brought with him out of his tool belt and wiped his face on his sleeve. He quickly got to work replacing the chain, stepping back once it was done.
“Well, your sign doesn’t look drunk anymore,” a feminine voice called out.
Gage turned to find Marley walking up the road toward him. Her auburn hair fell around her shoulders in loose waves. She wore running shoes, fleece leggings and a t-shirt that pulled tightly across her breasts. When she reached him, she put her hands on her hips and tilted her head, eying the sign. All she did was stand there and his body kicked into gear. His breath hitched as he imagined what it would feel like to run his hands along her curves.
“I’d say it’s level,” she said with a grin.
“Would you tell me if it wasn’t?” he countered. He wanted to keep her talking—about anything. Because that meant she’d keep standing here beside him. Get a grip, dude. You’re about to lose it over a woman you barely know.
She pursed her lips, those full, sensuous lips a magnet for his eyes. He had to force himself to look up. Of course, that meant looking into her bright green eyes.
“I would. I mean, you’re trying to fix it, right? You seem like someone who’d want to do it right.”
Gage couldn’t help but grin. “I definitely want to do it right. No sense in half-measures.” He paused and looked to the bay. The sun was high in the early afternoon sky. Clouds drifted lazily in front of the mountains. A cool breeze gusted when he looked back at Marley, blowing her hair wild. She ignored the tousled waves. Her nearness kick-started his pulse. Without the slightest effort, she made his body stand up and take notice.
“What brings you up here?” he asked.
“When I came home a few minutes ago, I saw you working on the sign. Just thought I’d see how it’s going.”
Her genuine curiosity and friendliness threw him. He couldn’t say why, but it wasn’t something he experienced much beyond his family. After several years in the military, his mother had tried to point out that he’d become less approachable. He’d ignored her though part of him knew she was right. Marley didn’t seem to notice and carried on as if checking on a neighbor she barely knew was perfectly normal. In a place such as Diamond Creek, it probably was. But this world wasn’t the world he’d lived in for years.
He damn sure didn’t know how to manage his attraction to her. After too many years of high-level missions as a Navy SEAL, women weren’t something he considered. His life was all work and no play. His last girlfriend had tactfully ended their relationship. He’d been too quiet, too withdrawn and definitely not emotionally available. Yet, he hadn’t encountered a single woman who affected him the way Marley did. And Marley—she did it without the slightest effort, no artifice, and appeared oblivious to the effect she had on him.
Looking over at her, he watched her absently twirl an auburn curl around her finger. When she caught him looking at her, she flushed and dropped her hand. He realized he’d yet to reply to her.
“If you’re wondering how it’s going, it’s been busy. I’ve gotten the lay of the land, so to speak, and now I have to get to work. I was hoping I’d be able to get the lodge up and running by the holidays, but I’m not so sure. I’m focusing on the outside work from today on, so I can get new exterior paint on before it’s too cold. After that, I have to decide what to do inside.”
Marley tilted her head. “I can see the buildings need a new coat of paint, but what do you have to do inside?”
“Gram did a good job of boarding the place up, but it’s dusty and needs a hell of a cleaning. I have to decide what to do about the furnishings too. This place was modern roughly twenty years ago, but now it’s like walking into a time warp. I’m not thinking that’s a great way to start if I want to make a go of it with the lodge. Assuming I can take care of everything in time for the holidays, then I have to figure out the website situation. This place closed long before the internet existed. My sisters insist I’d better plan to get something up online sooner rather than later, but I’m lost in that area. I don’t want to start too soon, or before I know the lodge will be ready to take reservations.” He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. The repairs, even trying to handle the decorating inside, he figured he could somehow make it work. The online thing—forget it. He’d argued with his sisters about it, but they were adamant he’d be silly to think he could get a ski lodge up and running without some kind of online presence.
“I could help with that,” Marley said.
Gage looked at her, her beauty hijacking his brain for a second before he forced himself to focus. “Huh?”
The effect she had on him was flat ridiculous. He was a man of precision and focus. He’d handled high-stress, high-pressure missions for years. Yet, all he could say to Marley was ‘huh.’
She nodded, a strand of hair blowing across her face. Since she didn’t offer further clarification, appearing to think he understood her, he had to ask another question.
“What do you mean you can help with that?”
“I mean, I can help you build your website. If you tell me what you want, we can have one up and running pretty quick.”
Gage stared at her. “You can do that?”
Marley smiled and flushed. “I’m a programmer. Building a website isn’t that hard. I don’t mean to take sides, but your sisters are right. You need a website, and you need it up and running before you’re ready to open. If you don’t do that, you won’t have a way to take reservations and set up a payment system. No one will even know the Last Frontier Lodge exists unless they happen to live in Diamond Creek. The locals love this place, but they aren’t your bread and butter. You need a presence online as soon as you can get it. You can’t leave it until the last minute. We can set it up so you post updates about when it will be ready to open.”
Gage stared at her for so long, he didn’t notice until she started to shift on her feet and glance away.
She cleared her throat. “Sorry if I overstepped there. It’s just...”
“You didn’t overstep. Sorry if it seemed like I thought you did. The whole website thing is so out of my territory that I kind of hoped I could ignore it. But if you’re really offering to help…” He battled the smile building inside. Marley’s offer was two-fold for him. He needed the help she was offering, but more than that he couldn’t help the anticipation of having an excuse to be around her.
Marley’s smile made his heart clench and his pulse gallop away again.
“I’m really offering. Tell me when you have some time. I can stop by with my laptop and we can get started.”
“We?”
Marley threw her head back with a laugh. “Not to worry. ‘We’ doesn’t mean you have to do anything other than take a look at some other sites with me and tell me what you like.”
“I think I can handle that. How about this afternoon?” He startled himself with the offer. An unfamiliar part of him was making itself known—a part that didn’t fit the tidy, controlled compartments he’d lived within during his years as a Navy SEAL. Impulsive, last-minute decisions weren’t part of the planned life he’d lived for years. But he didn’t care to question himself. Beyond legitimately needing her help with something he’d planned to ignore, he couldn’t deny how much he simply wanted to be around her.
Marley held his eyes for a long moment before nodding slowly. “This afternoon is fine. What time?”
Gage calculated what he had left to do and the fact that he desperately needed a shower. “Four?”
“Four works for me. I’ll head back to my place and see you then.” She gave a small wave and turned to look at the sign once more. “It’s nice to see that,” she said softly.
“What do you mean?”
“I missed skiing at the lodge. If you get to know people around town, you’ll find plenty of people are going to be beside themselves about this place opening again.”
At that, she turned again and started down the slope to her cabin. “See you soon,” she called, her voice lifting above the breeze.
He watched her go, her arms swinging at her sides, her hair a blowing curtain behind her.
    
Marley stood by the table where her laptop sat and stared blankly at it. A vision of Gage filled her mind. He’d been wearing faded blue jeans, his leather tool belt hanging loosely at his hips, with another t-shirt that molded over his body like a glove. Sweaty and dusty, he’d been a sight to behold. Somehow, she’d remembered her manners and managed to engage in normal conversation with him. Then she’d gone and offered to help him with the website for the ski lodge. She hadn’t even been thinking. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to help. It would be minimal effort on her part. Problem was Gage drove her to distraction and made her want things she couldn’t have. He was probably accustomed to beautiful women, not brainy girls with an outdoorsy streak. But now she’d gone and said she’d be there this afternoon. And a tiny part of her was thrilled!
What the hell were you thinking? Too close for comfort. You’re going to end up half-drooling over him and look like an idiot.
Lacey’s teasing that Gage might be the distraction she needed came to mind. But Marley couldn’t go there. Distraction or not, she was not his type. No way. He was all manly, sexy, and smoldering. She was the girl who buried her nose in books and computers. Though she didn’t know his story yet, he exuded dark and mysterious, precise and in control. If he knew she checked her locks repeatedly every evening and jumped at the sound of unknown noises, he’d think she was a bumbling idiot.
But you can whip up a website for him in no time. That’s all this has to be. You’ll be a friendly, good neighbor and keep your distance after that.
A few hours later, Marley walked to her car, set her computer bag on the passenger seat and drove up to the lodge. The afternoon light was fading rapidly. With summer gone, the fall nights were coming earlier and earlier. She hadn’t been home in the fall since she’d moved away over a decade ago. She’d forgotten how much she loved it—the cool bite in the air, the sharp scent of spruce, the sense that the quiet of winter was just ahead.
Moments later, she knocked on the main entrance door to the ski lodge. Gage opened the door almost immediately. He gestured her inside. Marley looked around as she walked through the entryway. The inside was as Gage indicated: a time warp. The furniture was covered with plastic, so she couldn’t see what was underneath, but the overall feel of the space was as she remembered, including a faded calendar on the wall behind the desk with pictures of mountains. The calendar was open to the month of October, the year nineteen ninety-four. Faded harvest decorations remained on the reception desk. She followed Gage down a hallway, passed through the restaurant area and into an office in the back. This room had been thoroughly cleaned and was furnished sparingly with a basic black desk and new leather office chair. A round table was situated nearby with chairs surrounding it.
She set her laptop on the table and looked around for an outlet. She met Gage’s eyes. “Do you have internet, or should I run back home to get my portable wireless device?”
He surprised her by nodding. “Oh yeah. I may be clueless when it comes to building websites, but I like my cable and stay in touch with friends and family online. Got to be a habit when I was in the military.”
So he was military. It didn’t surprise her at all, given his near physical perfection and the sense of precision he exuded. She filed that detail away and quickly logged onto his network. Gage drew a chair up beside her and watched as she pulled up various ski lodge websites. At first, he was quiet, but he quickly became focused, pointing out websites he did and didn’t like.
Not much later, Marley was contemplating how to find a graceful way to get out of there. Gage appeared oblivious to the effect he had on her. He had tugged his chair close to hers and frequently leaned over her shoulder to look at the screen as she built a template for the site. His nearness was distracting beyond belief. She was hot and flushed. The few times she turned to look at him, her pulse surged. His gray eyes were like the sky before a storm. His cheekbones looked sculpted from stone, his jaw was strong and square, and his lips…well, she couldn’t remember ever noticing a man’s lips. But when she looked at his, all she could think about was how they might feel on hers. His smile was rare, but when it happened, it tightened her nipples and spun a burst of wet heat—a ping of sensation that spiraled into the heat of desire she couldn’t seem to control around him.
She managed to keep herself half focused on what they were doing, but just barely. Thank god you could do this with your eyes closed. Otherwise, you’d be useless about now. You need to move away from him. Oh my god, his arm feels sooo good. Get a grip!
Gage leaned over to point at something on the screen.
“Can you make it have a button like that one?” he asked, gesturing to another site she had up beside the one she was working on.
The heat and hardness of his arm practically singed her skin. She’d taken her jacket off—like a fool—and he kept brushing against the skin on her bare arm. She looked to where he was pointing.
“Oh yeah, got it.” She quickly pulled up options for an icon and selected a bright green button for reservations. “How’s that?”
“Oh, wow. That’s it. It works?”
Marley made the mistake of turning to look at him. He turned exactly when she did, their eyes colliding. The gray of his eyes flickered and darkened. She felt the heat of a blush race up her neck and face. Her pulse pounded, butterflies thronged in her center, and she couldn’t seem to get enough air.
The space between them felt electrified. She was so rattled, she started to push back from the table. When she went to move, Gage put his hand on her arm. The warm heat of his palm curling around her forearm was so delicious, she gasped. She couldn’t break away from the smoky intensity of his gaze. She tried to remember his question, but she couldn’t. When she opened her mouth to try to say something, he moved swiftly. His lips came against hers in a fierce rush. Her body craved his touch so desperately, she didn’t stop to think. Her mouth opened under his instantly. The moment she opened to him, his touch shifted from fast and furious to slow and devastating. The intense rush spiraled into a drugging passion.
Gage kissed with a thoroughness Marley had never experienced. He explored her mouth completely, his tongue sweeping inside. He pulled away just enough to catch her bottom lip between his teeth before taking her mouth again in a deep, open-mouthed kiss. Long pulse-pounding, breath-stealing moments later, he pulled away. Dazed and aroused beyond measure, Marley opened her eyes to find his inches away. She couldn’t look away. He looked startled. His pulse was visible in his neck, which relieved her only in that he seemed as out of control as she felt.
He leaned back slightly. His hand remained on her arm, his touch sending waves of heat through her. He cleared his throat.
Certain he must have lost his mind by kissing her, Marley decided she’d best get out ahead of this. “I…” She had to stop and clear her throat, her voice raspy. “I’m, um, not sure what happened. I’m sure you didn’t mean…”
Gage put his finger on her lips, the touch burning into her, pinwheels of desire spinning inside. His smoky gaze was so intently focused on her, she had to fight the urge to squirm.
“I meant to do exactly what I did,” he said bluntly. His finger fell from her lips.
Stunned at his words and scrambling to gather her thoughts, she watched his hand come to rest on his muscled thigh. Even his hands turned her on—strong with evidence of hard work. A faded scar arced across the back of his hand as it flexed around his thigh. She brought her eyes back to his. “Oh, well then…I don’t know…”
His lips quirked in a small smile and her heart soared.
“You don’t know what?”
“I don’t know what that was about.”
“Maybe I don’t either, but I know this—I’ve wanted to kiss you every time I saw you, so I finally decided to stop fighting it,” he said simply.
“Oh.”
Marley tried to wrap her brain around the fact that this man, who was practically calendar material and all kinds of sexy, had wanted to kiss her since the moment he saw her. She supposed it was good they had that in common. She looked into his eyes again and saw a warm glint. A giggle bubbled up and next thing she knew she was laughing so hard she couldn’t stop.



CHAPTER 4
G age watched Marley’s green eyes go wide and then she started to laugh. Her laugh was throaty. He hadn’t meant to kiss her in the sense that he planned it. But when he met her eyes—those gorgeous green eyes that made him think of a forest dappled with sun—he wanted to kiss her so badly it was all he wanted. In that split second, he abandoned his reservations and decided it was worth it to see if she felt as good as she looked. He’d spent the hour or so she’d been here dancing on the edge of a raging hard on. He was relieved as hell he was sitting down, so the blatant evidence of his arousal wasn’t immediately obvious.
Now he knew. It was more than worth it and kissing her was like walking into a fire that curled and swirled around him and held him in its seductive flame. Watching her laugh made him want to kiss her again. There were only two problems: she seemed remarkably startled to hear how much he wanted her, and he had no intention of getting serious with anyone. Marley wasn’t the kind of girl a man just had fun with. He didn’t even do that lately either. Then, there was the double-edged sword of her being his neighbor in this small town in Alaska. He couldn’t avoid her, but at the moment, he didn’t think he had a chance in hell of keeping his hands off of her.
Her throaty laugh slowed and her eyes met his, dancing with warmth.
“Care to share what’s so funny?” he asked.
Her lush, sensual lips quirked with a smile again. Then she sobered, her eyes flickering with uncertainty. “It surprised me so much that you said you’ve wanted to kiss me since you first saw me. It seemed ridiculous. I don’t mean that you meant it that way, more that I couldn’t believe it.”
“You couldn’t believe it? Have you looked in the mirror lately?”
Her eyes widened. “Um, yeah.” Her cheeks flushed as she met his gaze. He sensed she wanted to look away, but she didn’t. He wanted to know who planted the seeds of doubt he saw there.
“Well, I don’t know what you see, but you’re damn beautiful. You must not pay attention to the men I’m sure are thinking the same thing I’ve been thinking.”
Her eyes widened further. She brushed a loose lock of hair out of her eyes. “I think I’m supposed to say thank you.”
Gage had tons of questions, but decided to leave them for now.
“I also thought it was funny that we had something in common,” Marley added.
“What’s that?”
“I’ve wanted to kiss you ever since I met you.” Her cheeks flushed bright red. She twirled her hair around her finger.
Her words made his heart feel strange, not to mention that his cock, barely under control, hardened at her frank statement. He closed his eyes, fighting to get his body in check. Because what he wanted was much more than a kiss, but he wasn’t about to go there right now. With a kiss, he could find a way to regroup and pull back if needed. Much more and he could ruin any chance at a friendship with her.
You want a hell of a lot more than friendship. What’s stopping you? Oh maybe the fact that Marley’s all kinds of amazing and way too good for you. Coward.
Gage ignored the taunt inside his mind and focused on Marley and her last words. “Good to know,” he replied, so damn pleased she’d wanted to kiss him too that he ignored all of his own rules—no complications, no commitments. It was easier that way. He’d already broken them with the kiss. He itched to touch her again. Her t-shirt was faded navy and pulled taut across her generous breasts. He’d give just about anything to see them. Her blush faded, but lingered in her bright cheeks. Up close, he could see tiny freckles scattered on her skin.
He forced himself to push his chair back a little and glanced at the computer screen. His eyes landed on the icon she’d added for people to click to make reservations. “So does that really work?”
Marley followed his eyes. “It will. We need to set up the back end, so when people click on this, it takes them to your payment system.” Her voice started breathy and steadied as she spoke.
“I can’t just have them pay when they get here?”
Marley grinned. “You could, but you might lose money that way. People are more likely to keep their reservations if they have to put down a deposit. We don’t have to make it complicated. I can help you set something up for that.”
Gage sighed and looked back at her. What he wanted to do was lose himself in another kiss and then some, but he knew that wasn’t the wisest plan. Not now. His chest tightened at the depth of his want for Marley. He shook his head sharply. He needed to focus on something other than kissing her. The brief time he’d spent with her had made him realize why his sisters insisted he’d better get the online situation set up sooner rather than later. He had the wherewithal to do all the repair work and construction for the lodge, but the stuff Marley did with a few clicks was foreign to him. If he wanted to make the lodge come back to life, he had to be ready to do whatever it took.
She tilted her head and smiled softly. “It’s not so bad. I offered to help, and I will. It’s pretty easy stuff for me. You don’t need to get all worried about it.”
He nodded, his chest easing. “Right. We didn’t talk about it, but I can pay you…”
She shook her head and started to say something, but he interjected again. “I can’t do this part. At all. If it’s not you, I’ll have to pay someone else. I trust you, and you’re already halfway there, so tell me whatever you’d normally charge someone for something like this.”
She smiled slowly and started to giggle again.
“What’s funny now?”
She swallowed her laugh. “I’m a programmer and I can do stuff like this, but it’s not something I’ve ever thought about charging for. I don’t even know what to say.”
“I’ll call someone and find out what they’d charge me and pay you that.”
Marley started to say no, and Gage couldn’t help it, he kissed her again. Her lips were soft, luscious and warm. And though she seemed surprised to realize he was attracted to her, she didn’t let it interfere once their lips met. Her mouth opened, her tongue tangled with his. He dove straight into the cauldron. By the time he came up for air, his breath was ragged, and lust streaked through him so hard, he could barely think. When her green eyes met his, dazed with passion, it was all he could do to stop.
    
Marley walked up the steps to her parents’ house. She knocked quickly on the kitchen door and walked inside. Her mother, Holly, was sitting at the kitchen table by the window, a laptop open in front of her. Holly looked up and smiled as soon as she saw Marley.
“Hey hon! How are you?” Holly stood and walked to the kitchen counter. “Coffee?” she asked, gesturing to the coffee pot.
“Sure,” Marley replied, tugging her jacket off and tossing it over the back of a chair before she sat down. The casual occurrence of sitting down for coffee with her mother was so comforting, it elicited a wave of emotion. She wondered when her emotions would stop being so raw. It chafed at her to feel out of control and struck at the core of anger she’d felt ever since the robbery.
Holly filled a mug with coffee and joined Marley at the table. Holly had passed on her auburn hair, green eyes, and lightly freckled complexion to Marley. Her hair was piled in a loose knot atop her head. She smiled warmly as she slid the mug across the table to Marley.
Marley cupped the warm mug in her palms, chilled from the cool walk down from her cabin.
“So?” her mother asked.
“So, what?”
Holly rolled her eyes. “How are you settling in? Any word on what you’re going to do for work?”
Marley sighed inside. Her mother meant well, but she wanted Marley settled and working full-time as soon as possible. Marley knew her parents were ecstatic she was back in Diamond Creek. They’d been so worried about her after what happened. But she was weary from trying to explain that the usual nine-to-five type job they were hoping she’d find wasn’t exactly what she had in mind. She was determined not to let the robbery steal everything from her. She wasn’t giving up her dreams, only relocating them.
She looked up and met her mother’s warm green gaze. A sense of safety stole over her, something she’d never thought she’d miss until it had been ripped away from her in a flash. Sitting here in her parents’ kitchen with her well-meaning and loving mother represented a simple degree of safety and warmth. She took a deep breath.
“I’m settling in okay. I don’t have a ton of stuff, so the cabin’s all set now. I promise, I’ll just be there over the winter. By next summer, I’m sure I’ll find another place.”
Holly shook her head. “Honey, we told you not to worry about that. We haven’t rented that cabin out in years. Consider it yours.”
Marley didn’t have the heart to explain that treating the cabin as hers made her feel like a failure, like she couldn’t make it on her own. She needed the safety and respite of not worrying about finding a new place to live at the moment, but she had no intention of making her stay at the cabin anything other than temporary.
“I know, Mom. I’ll play it by ear. How’s that?”
Holly nodded as she sipped her coffee. “What’s happening on the work front?”
“Well, I’m helping design the website for the Last Frontier Lodge.”
Holly’s eyes widened. “What? The Lodge is opening again? I haven’t heard anything about it.”
Marley couldn’t help but feel a thrill at being in possession of gossip her mother didn’t know. “Yeah. I was up there the other day walking on one of the old ski trails when I met the new owner. Well, he’s not totally new. His grandparents owned the lodge, and he inherited it. It’s Gage Hamilton.”
Holly looked thoughtful. “Wow, he was just a boy when I last saw him. His parents used to live here, and then they moved away. That’s wonderful news! When does he plan to open and how did you end up doing the website?”
Marley offered a quick summary minus the details of how deliciously sexy Gage was and definitely omitting the fact that he’d kissed her senseless. She could hardly believe it herself and had spent half the night reliving his kisses in her mind. The news got her mother off the topic of problem-solving Marley’s work situation and onto reminiscing about the ski lodge.
“Have you been inside?” Holly asked a few minutes later.
Marley nodded. “Yeah. When I got started on the website, I met him there. Gage said it was like walking into a time warp, and it is. The furniture’s covered up, but it looks just the same. He says he wants to open by Christmas, but he wants to redo the inside, so he’s got his work cut out for him. He seems up for it though.”
Holly nodded, a slow smile spreading over her face. “I can’t wait to tell your dad. He used to love skiing there every weekend. If Gage gets it open in time, I know where we’ll be on Christmas.”
Her mother’s phone buzzed. Holly glanced at the screen on her phone. “Oh hon, I have to get going. I’m covering an extra shift at the hospital.”
Holly stood up and walked to the kitchen sink, gulping the rest of her coffee.
“Speaking of work, when are you planning to slow down a little?” Marley asked.
Her mother was a nurse at the hospital and had yet to even pause in the pace of her work. Holly glanced her way and shrugged. “As long as I enjoy it, I’ll keep working.”
Marley started to get up, but Holly waved for her to stay put. “Finish your coffee. You don’t have to leave just because I am. Our house is yours.”
Though part of her resisted the comfort offered, another part of her basked in relief. Holly pecked her on the cheek and raced out the door. Marley sat at the kitchen table and looked out toward the bay and mountains. Her childhood home felt as it always did—quiet when no one was present, but humming with subtle energy. Her mother was a whirlwind, and her father constantly had projects around the house. He was a fisherman and carpenter. Marley savored the quiet and the peaceful view. Though Seattle had Mount Rainier and the Cascades nearby, she never felt the sense of wildness like she did here in Alaska. Perhaps because even where there were towns in Alaska, the wilderness dwarfed them, rather than the other way around. Snow continued to fall every night on the mountains across the bay, the peaks stark white against the blue sky now.
After she finished her coffee, she walked home through the spruce forest. When she saw the bright red roof of her cabin through the trees, she smiled. She’d always loved the cabin when she was a little girl. She and Lacey often had sleepovers there when they were old enough with her mother checking on them late at night and first thing in the morning. Though she’d come home under circumstances she wouldn’t have chosen, the sense of relief she’d felt when her parents offered for her to stay at the cabin was immense. She needed to regroup and needed a place where she felt safe. Diamond Creek and the charming little cabin offered her those things.
As she crested the small rise where the cabin sat, she saw Gage’s truck in the driveway. Her heart leapt and flutters swirled in her belly. He looked as if he’d been knocking on the door. He turned away and began to walk down the steps when he saw her. He waved and leaned against the railing. Marley couldn’t help but appreciate the view. He wore faded jeans that hugged his muscled legs. He seemed partial to t-shirts that molded to his chest like a second skin. When she reached the bottom of the stairs and looked up, her breath caught and her pulse ricocheted. His chocolate brown hair was damp, his gray eyes smoky and focused completely on her. His mouth kicked up at the corner as she stood there.
“Hey there,” he said, his voice gravelly and warm at once.
“Hey. What brings you here?” Marley managed to get a halfway polite reply out, but she had to force her brain to function enough to form words.
Gage’s smile expanded, and heat unfurled through Marley’s body.
“I saw your car in the drive on the way to town, and thought I’d stop by and see if you might be willing to go with me to the furniture place up in Kenai.” He arched a brow when she didn’t reply and continued. “I need help with figuring out what to do inside. I could use a feminine perspective. If it’s left up to me, my sister says it will be black and white and boring,” he said wryly, a subtle flush staining his cheeks.
Marley couldn’t help but laugh. She didn’t even stop to think and found herself nodding. “Sure. I can’t promise you amazing results, but I’m happy to help. When are you going?”
“I was about to leave now, but I’ll wait if that works better for you.”
“I thought you were starting with the exterior paint. The weather’s perfect for that today.” Marley’s body was thrilled with the idea of spending the afternoon with Gage, but her mind was leery. He got her so hot and bothered, it confused her.
“It is, but my paint won’t be in until tomorrow, so I’m adjusting my plans.”
Marley thought for a moment. She had no reason to say “no” seeing as she had no plans for the day other than calculating how far her savings would take her while she tried to see if she could start making money off of some of the apps she had in development. If her body had any say in the matter, she’d run to Gage’s truck and spend the day in proximity to him. Her mind, on the other hand, wasn’t so sure. But then she glanced up at him again, her eyes colliding with his smoky gaze, and she couldn’t consider anything other than spending the day with him looking at furniture. Though it went without saying that decorating a ski lodge was definitely not her area of expertise.



CHAPTER 5
G age followed Marley as they walked out to the parking lot. He’d quickly discovered that while she wasn’t an expert at decorating, she was quite good at wrangling salespeople to do her bidding. By the end of several hours, he’d selected the set of furnishings for the entryway and other public areas. He also had some simple solutions for updating the bedroom suites and the restaurant. He made arrangements for the furniture to be delivered the following week. Marley walked ahead of him, her hips swaying and the fall of her auburn hair blowing in the wind. He imagined what it would feel like to run his hands down the curves of her hips and cup her lush bottom. His body had a good idea of how that might feel, leading him to swear to himself and stare at his boots the rest of the way to his truck. If there was one thing he wasn’t accustomed to, it was not being in control. He’d underestimated his attraction to Marley. Spending a few hours with her left him scrambling to get his mind and body under control.
Marley turned to him once they were in the truck. “What now?”
“I say we drive back to Diamond Creek and celebrate with dinner.” As soon as the words came out of his mouth, Gage wondered if he’d been possessed. Then he looked at her and couldn’t think of anything other than finding a way to spend more time with her.
She smoothed her hair, which had blown wild in the wind outside. Her cheeks were pink from the chilled air, the smattering of freckles standing out on her pert nose. He had to resist the urge to lean over and kiss her. Her green eyes held his, a flash of uncertainty blinking in their depths. She took a deep breath. Little did she know that every time she did that, her shirt stretched tighter across her breasts and all he could think about is what it would feel like to touch her. The wind gusted around outside, leaves dancing in the air. He started his truck and turned the heat on to drive the chill out.
Marley finally answered. “Okay, dinner. What are we celebrating?”
“That you helped me deal with something I was clueless about it. Now it’s done. By the end of next week, I’ll have the new furniture delivered. A little work inside will have the place ready to roll after I take care of the painting and a few other repairs outside.” He shifted into gear and started driving.
“I guess I didn’t think it was that big of a deal. All I did was ask the salesperson a few questions and follow him around,” she said with a chuckle.
“This part just isn’t my thing. Put me to work on construction or some other project, but don’t ask me to decide on furniture or design a website.” He paused and glanced at her when he stopped at a light. “For me, your help means a lot. I want the lodge up and running by Christmas. Much as I’d somehow convinced myself I could do it all by myself, clearly I can’t. So thank you.”
Marley flushed and looked away. “Well, you’re welcome,” she said softly. She turned back to him, her green eyes bright. “People are going to be so excited about the lodge opening again. I don’t think you really understand how much it will mean around town.”
Gage was mesmerized by her eyes. He couldn’t look away. Though he sensed her uncertainty, when she spoke, it was with meaning and without artifice. Her simple statement about the lodge tugged at him. And damned if he knew why. He stared at her for so long, a car honked behind him, finally snapping him out of his trance. His body hummed at her nearness. He cleared his throat and tore his eyes from hers, shifting back into gear and zipping through the intersection and onto the exit for Sterling Highway, the sole highway that led to Diamond Creek and further down the peninsula to a few other small towns until it ended in Homer, Alaska—otherwise known as the end of the road, which it was, literally.
The highway hugged the coastline on the western side of the Kenai Peninsula, rolling past vistas of snow-capped mountains on the other side of the inlet. The sun was dipping in the sky as he drove south, a path of shimmering gold and pink falling on the water as they drove. An eagle flew low along the shoreline, a pair of moose stood tall in a field of faded fireweed. Gage remembered this drive when he was a little boy. His clearest memory was when his parents were moving them to Washington. He recalled driving away in the summer and watching the caravan of campers heading into Alaska. He remembered that he hadn’t really understood they were moving away and that it would mean he wouldn’t be in this place he loved so.
Now, so many years later, he felt like he was home again. Yet, he wasn’t the boy he once was. The drive to Diamond Creek was mostly quiet. Gage had quickly grown to appreciate two things about Marley—when she chose to talk, it was usually interesting, and she was completely comfortable with quiet. He wanted to know more about her—what it was like to grow up in Diamond Creek, why she left, why she came back, how did she become a computer programmer, what made her tick, where was her favorite hiking trail, and her favorite food.
As he began to add to the list of questions he wanted Marley to answer, it occurred to him that he was breaking all of his own rules with her. He’d returned from his last mission, buried his best friend, and walked into a desk job on the base. A job he thought would help him erase the desolate sense he felt inside. It only made him feel worse. Becoming a Navy SEAL was an experience of precision and intense, grueling effort. Years of that layered onto the experience of war made sitting at a desk next to impossible.
When Gram died and her attorney had contacted him and his siblings to review the will, he’d known that afternoon what he would do. Deep in his grief because they all loved Gram, he’d made plans. He was the oldest of his siblings at thirty-four. The twins came next, Garrett and Becca at thirty-two. Garrett was brainy and buttoned-up, a high-flying lawyer in Seattle. His twin sister, Becca, was so similar and so different at once. She was also a lawyer, but a poorly paid public prosecutor who specialized in cases involving victims of abuse. Next came Sawyer at thirty who’d followed Gage onto the path of becoming a Navy SEAL and was currently in the thick of his career, often out of contact on confidential missions. Last but definitely not least was Jessa at twenty-eight. Jessa was the free spirit in the family and was currently doing freelance work building artsy furniture that she sold for ridiculously high prices. Jessa had been on his case about making sure to set up a website and insisting he get help with decorating the lodge. She’d threatened to come up and do it herself, which had spurred him into action. He missed his family, but his hope was that once he got Last Frontier Lodge up and running, they’d come visit often. Of his siblings, he was the only one who had clear memories of when they lived here. His goal was to have the place ready for Christmas and have the whole family here. Though his family knew he had the skills to do what needed to be done, he didn’t think they quite recognized the depth of his intention.
This was a dream he needed to recapture. Staring down the loss of his best friend and trying to pull the pieces of his life together made him want the peace he recalled from Alaska. It was the first thing he’d wanted in a long time. When Gram died and left him the primary owner of the lodge, he knew if he ever had a chance to find peace again, he might be able to find it here in Diamond Creek.
Marley…she was something he hadn’t anticipated. She bumped against the boundaries he’d put in place. But for the moment, he was trying to convince himself he could have it both ways.
When they reached Diamond Creek and he came to one of the few stoplights in town, he looked over at her. “Any favorites?”
“Favorite what?”
“Favorite restaurants.”
Her wide smile reached in and grabbed his heart. He didn’t know why that made her smile, but he didn’t care. Her smile was like rain to the parched soil of his soul.
“Oh, let’s go to Diamond Creek Brewery. It’s one of my favorites. Have you been there?”
“I’ve barely left the lodge since I’ve been here. I’m familiar with the grocery store and the hardware store, but definitely not Diamond Creek Brewery. Tell me where to go.”
Marley gave him directions and in minutes, he pulled up outside an old plane hangar. The only indication it wasn’t just a plane hangar was the brightly painted sign and the well-lit parking lot. He glanced over at her. “Um, this is a plane hangar, not a restaurant.”
She grinned and his heart swelled. “It might be a plane hangar, but there’s a restaurant inside. Come on,” she said, climbing out his truck and grabbing her purse.
Gage followed her inside and looked around. Though the space was technically a plane hangar, it was a far cry from its original purpose inside. The back end of the cavernous space held an actual beer brewery, the brewing equipment behind a three-quarters high brick wall. The wide-open space above had elaborate model planes hanging from the ceiling, reminiscent of the many small planes used throughout Alaska for travel. Windows had been added to the hangar walls and offered the view of a marshy field with Kachemak Bay and the mountains in the distance. Booths lined the walls with tables scattered in the middle. It was clear the brewery was popular with people filling most tables, the booths and the bar. Artistic fabric wall hangings and colorful rugs under the tables softened the noise in the space.
They had to wait a few minutes for a booth to open up. Gage quickly realized being with Marley meant he’d have to get through introductions. Given that she’d grown up here, in the brief time they waited, she was greeted by at least five different people. When they sat down, a woman with wild brown curls and a bright smile approached their booth.
“Marley! I heard you moved back. How’s it going?”
Marley stood and gave a quick hug to the woman and sat back down. The woman instantly turned her gaze to Gage, not bothering to hide her curiosity. “And who might this be?” she asked.
“Gage Hamilton,” Marley replied. “Gage, this is Susie,” she continued, gesturing to Susie. “She was a little ahead of me in school, but our moms used to take turns babysitting. Susie thought I was a book nerd…”
Susie interjected with a grin, her smile infectious. “You were and are!”
Marley grinned and continued. “Susie, this is Gage. He’s reopening Last Frontier Lodge.”
Gage instantly got a sense of what Marley meant when she said people would be happy to hear he was opening the old ski lodge. Susie’s eyes widened and she clapped her hands, her brown curls bouncing.
“Really? Oh, this is awesome! So how did you end up with the lodge and when will it be open?”
After Gage explained his grandparents had owned it and he’d been born in Diamond Creek, Susie’s eyed him thoughtfully.
“How come I don’t know you?” she asked.
Marley burst out laughing. “Susie, you don’t know everyone even if you like to think you do. Plus, he moved away when we were really little.”
Susie shrugged and grinned. “Whatever. Well, I’ll be spreading the word about Last Frontier Lodge, so you’d better stay on schedule.”
“I’ll do my best,” he replied.
Susie glanced to Marley. “Are the rumors true then, you’re here to stay?”
Marley nodded quickly. “All true.” Her voice was bright, but her eyes were guarded. Gage couldn’t help but wonder what lay behind that.
Marley continued. “Didn’t I hear that you got married and had a baby?”
Susie grinned and nodded, her curls bouncing. “You heard right. I still can’t believe it myself. I married Jared Winters and little Patrick came along just last year. I’m not sure if you know Jared and his brothers. They moved here about five years ago and started a guide business.”
Marley shook her head. The conversation continued between them while Gage glanced around the restaurant. Susie turned to leave, waving as she went. Their waitress arrived seconds later. Gage discovered the brewery’s choices of beer were extensive, along with a varied menu. After settling on a beer and pizza, he leaned back. His memories of Alaska were limited to his time at the ski lodge. He didn’t remember if Diamond Creek had any restaurants whatsoever, but he was pleased to find the brewery could have easily held its own in a place such as Bellingham or Seattle.
Dinner passed pleasantly. The more time Gage spent with Marley, the more he enjoyed her. The constant hum of attraction to her was distracting. He was learning just how convenient tables were when he was with Marley since they hid the almost-constant bulge in his pants. She filled him in on the highlights of her childhood and what led her to Seattle. She clearly loved her work, becoming animated when she discussed projects she’d worked on, and her hopes to keep herself afloat with freelance work as an app developer. The only hiccup was when he asked her what led her to return to Diamond Creek. Her eyes shuttered, and there was a long moment of silence. Though he was still getting to know her, he knew his innocent question had rattled her.
“I just wanted to come home,” she finally said with a shrug. Her green eyes were guarded. She took a deep breath and turned the focus to him. “So what about you? I mean, I know you inherited the lodge and all with your siblings, but not everyone would drop their life and move to Alaska like you have. What were you doing before?” she asked.
Gage took a long breath, wondering how to explain the events that led him on the long road back to Diamond Creek. Rather than skirting the truth, he elected to keep it bare bones. “I enlisted in the Navy straight out of college. I trained to become a Navy SEAL and that became my life. To keep it brief, after years of missions, it was time to take a break. It was hard to readjust to civilian life when I got back. Then Gram died and we got the lodge, so I decided to take a chance. When I was little, I dreamed about coming back. Some of the best memories I have are from Alaska. So here I am.”
Gage left out the details too painful to consider—Matt’s death in Iraq after his helicopter was shot down, having to fly back in a military plane with what was left of Matt’s body, and wonder why random luck left him alive and Matt who had a wife and daughter dead. With a force of will, he shoved those thoughts away and looked across the table at Marley with her forest green eyes, scattered freckles, auburn hair he wanted to run his hands through, and full lips he wanted to taste.
If Marley was aware of the inner turmoil he’d experienced trying to skate across the surface of the events that brought him here, she didn’t let on. She kept the conversation light and circled back to planning for the lodge, telling him she thought she could have his website up and ready by tomorrow if he wanted.
“Tomorrow? Why would I need it up tomorrow? It’s two months to December.”
Marley tilted her head and wrinkled her pert nose, which was like flicking a switch in his body. The attraction buzzing in his veins amped up.
“You need a website sooner rather than later, so people will find out Last Frontier Lodge exists and will be open again. It’ll take some legwork, but you should look into advertising options, so you can make it visible online. People could start making reservations now. If you’re worried about what to post, I can set it up for you to have a blog where you post updates on your progress. People love stuff like that.”
Gage watched her and made an instant decision. “I’m hiring you,” he said bluntly.
“Huh? I already told you the website is no big deal.”
“I need more than that. I can’t do this stuff you’re talking about. I get it, I understand it needs to happen, but advertising, writing updates on a blog, none of that will happen if it’s left to me. Please say you’ll do it. You told me you’re trying to figure out the work thing. While you’re doing that, you can help me get this side of things worked out. I’ll do the rest.”
As soon as the words left his mouth, Gage realized he was desperate for her to say yes. Not only did he genuinely need the kind of help she could offer, he wanted any chance he could get to spend more time with her. When Marley looked hesitant, he begged. “Please. Look at me. Can you see me doing this stuff? Not my thing. Please help. I have money from Gram to put into getting the lodge going again. You’ll be our first employee. And it’s perfect because I’m clueless in this area, so you’ll be your own boss.”
Marley bit her lip, and he couldn’t look away. She finally nodded, by which point his mind had wandered onto remembering just how good her lips tasted. When his brain caught up to her nod, he couldn’t help his grin. Her yes meant that many more opportunities to be near her. Are you out of your mind? The rational side of his brain was seriously wondering what had gotten into him. At the moment, he didn’t bother to entertain it.
“Okay. I’ll do it, but…” She held a finger up. “…you’d better get cracking on the repairs because I’m going to be announcing all over the place that the lodge will be open by Christmas because that’s what you said you wanted.”
Gage nodded firmly. “You have my word.”



CHAPTER 6
M arley walked ahead of Gage into her small cabin. She’d offered to show him what she’d been working on for his website. It was mostly ready to go, other than adding the blog she’d suggested. She’d wondered throughout the short drive home if she’d been crazy to agree to work for Gage. The work part wouldn’t be too difficult, but spending too much time around him would likely fluster her beyond comprehension. All day, she’d been sneaking glances at him. His jeans rode low on his hips. When he moved, she saw flashes of his rock-hard abs. She almost lost herself in his eyes when she looked at him. A low charge hummed through her body, desire sliding through her veins at every look and passing touch.
When they entered her cabin, she flicked on a lamp by the door. It cast a soft circle of light. The common area downstairs was an open kitchen into living room area with floor to ceiling windows that came to a peak at the top. A small bathroom and laundry area was off of the kitchen. The upstairs consisted of two bedrooms and a bathroom. She hung her jacket and kicked her shoes off, Gage following suit. Her pulse pounding, Marley walked toward the small desk to the side of the living room. Before she reached it, Gage said her name, his voice gruff in the quiet space.
She turned to find him right behind her. His smoky gaze locked with hers. His sculpted features were cast in shadow. His lips quirked when he took a step closer, coming within inches of her. His body emanated heat. Her breath caught. Her pulse pounded, heat gathering inside, a slow burn in her belly. Awareness prickled across her skin.
Gage opened his mouth as if to say something and then shook his head sharply. He swore under his breath and next thing she knew, his lips were on hers. She tumbled headlong into the cauldron of desire swirling around them. She hadn’t known her body felt so desolate without Gage’s touch, but she drank in his touch as if she’d been parched. He kissed slowly and deeply, his tongue delving in to meet hers, pulling back to trace her lips, catching her bottom lip in his teeth and tugging lightly before trailing his lips down her neck in a path of fire.
Marley’s body gloried everywhere he touched her. He tugged her roughly against his body. The feel of his hard muscles was a heaven she couldn’t have imagined. They were standing beside the back of the couch. Gage turned and rested his hips against it, pulling her into the cradle of his thighs. She felt surrounded by strength, warmth, heat, and an encompassing passion she couldn’t deny.
His palms slid under the back of her shirt, warm and strong, the calloused surface sending sparks across her skin. He deftly unhooked her bra and slipped his hands around to cup her breasts. She groaned into his mouth at the feel of his touch. She hadn’t known how much she’d missed being touched. She couldn’t have imagined that anyone could make her feel the way Gage did. She was hot, achy and frantic for more. When he pulled her shirt up over her head, she sighed in relief when it fell to the floor and his lips closed around a nipple.
Burning for more, she shoved his shirt up. He reached behind his neck and in one motion tugged his shirt off, tossing it behind him. She groaned when her body came against his, the feel of his skin electric. His hands were everywhere, his knee shifted between her thighs. With every motion of the rough denim against her center, pleasure streaked through her. His name came out in a broken gasp when he rolled her taut nipples between his fingers. She pleaded for more, a small shriek escaping when he finally closed his mouth around a nipple again after teasing her to the point of madness. She was wound so tight inside, she didn’t recognize herself.
Her hips shifted restlessly against his leg as she raced toward a release she didn’t know if she could survive without. Gage suddenly paused, coming still. He said her name, his gravelly voice sending shivers through her. She opened her eyes to find his smoky, lightning gray gaze on her.
She tried to rein her mind in and force herself to focus, but the buzz of desire was so strong, she could barely manage. She shook her head. “What?”
“You have to know, I don’t want to stop,” he said, his voice strained. He swallowed and took a slow breath. “But I don’t know if this is what you want. I like you. I don’t want things to get weird if this goes too far, too fast.”
Reality started to intrude in her mind. Gage’s mere existence muddied her thoughts and shoved reason out of the way. Gage was far more experienced than she was and likely meant for this to be nothing more than a fling. She didn’t even know if she could handle a fling. Meanwhile, her body screamed for her to ignore reason. She looked into his eyes and realized she wanted him with a ferocity she’d never wanted anyone. But she was far from knowing him well enough to know what he wanted and wasn’t so sure she knew what she wanted. Other than him. Inside of her. Now.
“I, uh, don’t know. I guess. This, um, thing between us is kind of…a lot.”
Her body moved of its own accord, her hips shifting against his thigh again. Her face was afire, hot and flushed. Gage’s eyes darkened and flicked down to her breasts. She was bare in front of him, her nipples glistening in the lamplight, her breasts heavy with want for more of his touch. She could feel his arousal against her leg—hard, thick, and hot.
Gage’s eyes landed on hers again. “We’re in agreement there. This is a lot.” He paused. His hands had fallen to rest on her hips. He ran them up her sides, his thumbs coasting across the soft curve of her belly, and brought them up to curl around her breasts again. “I can’t seem to keep my hands off of you. So if you want this to stop, say the word. Now.”
Marley stared at him through the soft light, his smoky gaze locked with hers. She tried to think clearly, but need pounded through her. In a flash, she decided she would follow what her body wanted. She hadn’t been intimate with anyone in years, and had never even come close to feeling what she felt with Gage. She didn’t want to miss the chance to taste more, even if she had to untangle her feelings later. “I don’t want to stop,” she said softly.
He inhaled sharply, his eyes darkening. He lifted a hand and stroked it through her hair, his palm cupping the back of her head. Hot shivers raced through her. His eyes fell closed as he brought his mouth to hers again. She tumbled into a hot, wild kiss that went on and on and on. Gage’s hands roamed over her body—a palm sliding down her back in a delicious caress, a hand cupping her breast, softly thumbing her nipple, both hands curling around her bottom and dragging her closer to him.
She was awash in a tumult of sensation. He tugged her close against his hard chest. The contrast of his hardness against her soft curves was intoxicating. She gasped in his mouth when his knee shifted between her legs, pressing against the center of her desire. Sensation sharpened within, gathering pressure. Desire danced and sizzled in her veins. The remainder of their clothing was torn off. In a blur, she found herself standing before him, bare save her purple silk panties. Gage was seated on the couch, his arousal evident. His body took her breath away. Every inch was hard muscle, honed to perfection. His eyes were on her, his gaze like fire as he looked over her body. He reached his hands up, resting them on her hips and tugged her forward.
He looked up, and she watched as he dragged a hand across her belly and down. She was drenched in desire, the silk wet. He stroked his thumb across her clit through the silk. Already ragged, her breath fell out in a gasp. He hooked a finger over the edge of her panties and tugged them down. She kicked them away as they fell around her ankles.
“Beautiful…”
Marley couldn’t quite believe he thought that, but his eyes were reverent as they coasted over her. Tossed in the wake of passion, she couldn’t form a reply. Before she knew what was happening, Gage tugged her hips closer and brought his mouth to her. Hot, wet strokes of his tongue, his fingers delving inside her channel, plunging in and out in a slow rhythm. She tumbled so far, so fast, her climax took her by surprise, washing over her in a crashing wave. Her knees buckled. Gage’s strong arm latched around her, holding her steady while he stayed with her as she shuddered.
His fingers slid out of her, his mouth slowly moving away when she finally stilled. Dazed, she met his eyes. Holding her gaze, he stood and lifted her in his arms.
“Bedroom?” he asked.
Hardly able to form a thought, she gestured weakly to the stairs. He moved swiftly, following the direction of her gesture to the top of the stairs. He shouldered through the door to her bedroom. Her brain had started to function, though barely, by the time he set her on the bed. She reached to the nightstand and switched on the lamp. He stood beside the bed, his body a sculpted work of art. Though she’d just had the most earth-shattering orgasm she’d ever experienced, the sight of his body inflamed her. His gaze traveled over her, his eyes dark. She didn’t know when he’d grabbed a condom, but he had one in hand. He tore the package with his teeth and rolled it on, his eyes pinned to her the entire time. She couldn’t have looked away if her life depended on it. As it was, she was fairly certain her body couldn’t make it past this moment without the feel of him inside of her.
She trembled with want as he moved toward her. The bed dipped when he rested on a knee, the heat of his body moving over hers in blur. She felt the tip of his cock at her entrance. His elbows bracketed her face. He brushed her tangled hair off her forehead, his eyes dark and intent. The air around them felt alive—vibrating with passion. She shifted restlessly under him, desperate to feel him inside of her. She should have known he’d maintain control and drive her further into the fire that consumed her. He proceeded to feather kisses across her face, down her neck and over her breasts. All the while, he nudged at her entrance in subtle strokes.
Unable to tolerate the want coiling inside of her, she scored his back when she dragged her nails down and grabbed his hips, arching into him. He swore and surged into her in one deep thrust, filling her completely. Though she wasn’t a virgin, years without sex left her tight. Gage was, of course, well-endowed. She gasped at the feel of him inside, stretching her. He held still for a long moment, and then began to move. She may have broken his discipline long enough to get him inside of her, but he found it again and proceeded to drive her wild with slow strokes.
Feverish with desire, she tumbled back into the web around them. She danced on the delicious edge of another orgasm, the pressure building and building until she shattered and flew apart. Only then did he alter his pace, his hips drumming into hers, his back arching as he shuddered against her. In the aftermath, he fell to her side, still inside of her. They lay still in the quiet room—the only sound their ragged breathing.
As Marley came back to herself, she felt suddenly self-conscious. She’d wanted this like she’d never wanted anything before. But she couldn’t have known she’d lose herself in it. She figured Gage was accustomed to making women fall apart in his arms. She braved a glance at him and found his gray eyes closed, his lashes dark against his cheeks. His chest rose and fell with his breath. As she looked at him, he opened his eyes. She flushed, but she managed not to look away. He lifted a hand and cupped her cheek before bringing his lips to hers briefly. Without a word, he shifted his hips away from hers and rolled to stand. He strode to the bathroom adjacent to her bedroom. She heard a rustle and the water running before he returned. She assumed he’d disposed of his condom.
Entirely unselfconscious about his body, he walked to the bed and lifted the covers, gesturing for her to move. Uncertain what he meant to do, she rolled out of the way. He climbed in bed beside her and tucked the quilt around them both, pulling her against his chest. His palm was warm on her back as he stroked in slow circles, the rough skin sending tiny shivers through her. She couldn’t help the sense of comfort that stole over her—unfamiliar and yet a feeling she craved.
Gage’s chest rumbled when he spoke. “Unless you tell me I can’t stay here, I wasn’t planning on leaving.”
Marley lifted her head. His eyes met hers, the tiniest glimmer of uncertainty flaring in their depths. She took a breath. “I wasn’t planning to ask you to leave,” she said softly.
“Well, that’s settled then.”
His voice was gruff, the corner of his mouth kicked up. She couldn’t help her smile. He reached behind her and switched off the lamp. Resting her head on his shoulder, she looked out the window that faced the forest. Stars were bright in the dark sky. A sliver of the moon sat above the mountains across the bay. She fell asleep, feeling sated, safe and warm. For the first time in months, it didn’t cross her mind to check the locks.



CHAPTER 7
G age walked across the roof to the area where he’d left some extra shingles. He’d spent most of the morning replacing torn and missing shingles on the lodge’s interconnected rooftops. For the most part, the roof had held up well, but long winters, windstorms and ice had left a few damaged areas. He was finishing up the last repair. He grabbed the shingles and strode back to where he was working. He quickly pried up the torn shingle and replaced it with a new section. After applying sealant and nailing it in place, he hefted the backpack he’d used to carry his tools and tossed it over his shoulders. The roof had a slight slope to it, but it was easy enough to walk around. He paused by the chimney in the center of the main portion of the lodge and admired the view. Kachemak Bay sat quietly under the sun, the water calm today. The snowy mountains were bright against the blue sky. From here, he could see beyond the bay into Cook Inlet, Mount Augustine rising in the waters in the distance. The air was brisk, the scent of wood smoke drifting from someone’s woodstove.
He instantly wondered if it was Marley’s. It had been two days since she’d knocked the axis of his world sideways. Before he’d been skin to skin with her, he’d become quite familiar with the depth of his lust for her. But he couldn’t have known what it would feel like to be with her. He’d walked in thinking he could control the situation. Instead, he’d come out on the other side wondering how to catch hold of the reins again. Marley affected him like no woman had ever affected him. Her complete lack of artifice combined with her utter abandonment into the passion that burned like a brushfire between them was intoxicating. He turned and walked to the edge of the roof, quickly climbing down the ladder. The sun was still high in the sky, but it was early afternoon, which meant he only had a few hours of good daylight left to add another coat of paint on one of the buildings.
Hours later, he leaned against the steel table that ran through the center of the main kitchen at the lodge. As a boy, he recalled this room as a bustle of activity from dawn until late at night. He’d made his way through stacks of faded cards with phone numbers from the old staff at the lodge. Though it had been many years since any of them would have worked here, Gage figured it was worth a shot to do some reconnaissance to find out if any former employees were still in town. The further he got into the work of his dream to reopen the lodge, the more he realized he needed help, lots of help.
His vision of reopening the lodge was turning out to be rather vague. He’d convinced himself he’d do the hard work of repairs and the lodge would magically open. Thanks to Marley, he had help with the online side of things, but he needed a functioning restaurant, staff to handle the hotel guests, and staff on the slopes. The coffee maker beeped, and he strode over and poured a cup. He liked his coffee strong and black—no frills. He walked from the kitchen into the office and started perusing the list of names he’d found.
“Hello?”
He whirled around in his chair to find an older man standing in the doorway. The man was tall, lean and weathered. Gage thought he was familiar, but he couldn’t place him.
“Hi there, can I help you?” Gage asked.
The man removed the faded baseball cap he wore and eyed Gage. “Gage Hamilton?”
Gage nodded slowly. “That’s me.”
The man’s blue eyes crinkled at the corners with a smile that instantly shifted to a chuckle. “Well, well. I heard from the guys at the hardware store you were up here doing all kinds of work. I’m guessing you don’t remember me.”
Gage eyed the man. “You look familiar, but if you know who I am, then you know I haven’t been here in about twenty years. I’m not up to speed on who’s who. Care to refresh my memory?”
The man stepped into the room. Gage stood to meet him, reaching out to shake his hand. “Don Peters. I worked for your grandparents for years, mostly running the lifts and doing slope work, but I helped out on the grounds during the rest of the year. My wife ran the kitchen during ski season.”
Gage’s memory clicked. “Oh yes! I remember you now. Good to see you. Have a seat,” he said, gesturing for Don to sit in one of the chairs at the table nearby.
He grabbed his cup of coffee and followed him over. “Would you like some coffee? Can’t say I can even come close to what your wife used to do around here, but I can make coffee.”
Don shook his head. “No thanks. Just thought I’d drop in and take a look around.” His eyes traveled around the sparsely furnished office and through the door into the empty restaurant. When his eyes made it back around the room to Gage’s, they held a hint of sadness. “Damn, it’s been a long time. Hard to see this place empty.”
Don shifted in his chair. Gage experienced a pang, recognizing that while he’d only known this man in passing when he was young, Don had been a fixture at the ski lodge. Gage remembered Don’s wife, Sandy, well. He’d spent many a snowy afternoon running in and out of the kitchen looking for whatever scraps of food Sandy would provide. She often made them sandwiches for lunch and snuck him bits and pieces of fancier dishes on big nights at the lodge. His memory was of a warm, soft woman, her hair always worn in a braid that swung over her shoulder, her bright brown eyes kind and smiling.
“I remember your wife. She was always feeding me and my brothers and sisters. Sandy, right?”
The sadness in Don’s eyes sharpened, but he didn’t look away. He nodded brusquely. “Sandy wanted to feed the world, and she mostly did around here in Diamond Creek. She loved you kids. She, uh, passed away three years ago. Pancreatic cancer. By the time they found it, it was too late. Though we learned not many people survive that kind of cancer. I’m just glad she didn’t have a lot of pain.” Don paused. “I miss her every day,” he said plainly. “She’d have been beside herself to know you were opening this place again. Had to come see for myself.”
Gage’s heart tightened, a flash of sadness piercing him. Though Sandy was but a memory for him, she was a part of what he’d loved at the lodge—she’d made everyone feel welcome. He met Don’s eyes and wanted to turn back time. Time was both a blessing and a curse. Time passed and pain eased. But one could never go back, so when you lost someone you loved, you had to accept the finality of it. He was pleased to know Sandy would have been happy about the lodge opening again. He only hoped he could do it justice. He took a breath. “I’m so sorry to hear about your wife. I, uh, wish I’d had a chance to see her again. I may have been away for a long time, but I remember her well. She was funny and nice and always took care of us kids.”
Don nodded slowly, his smile soft and worn. “Sandy was that kind of woman. If you spent much time with her, she was hard to forget, so thank you for that. But I’m okay. I miss her, but she’d give me all kinds of hell if I moped around too much, so I try to live the way she’d want me to. That’s what got me up here today. Boy, if she were still with us, she’d have been pounding down your door. So what’s the plan?”
“Well, I had a great plan and I thought it was really simple. When Gram died, I inherited this place with my brothers and sisters. I’ve got the largest share and seem to be the only one who missed this place like crazy. So, I came up here to reopen it. I thought all I’d need to do was take care of a few repairs and off we’d go.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I forgot the hard part—like running the restaurant, finding staff to help out on the slopes, that kind of thing. I found a little help for the website though. Marley Adams offered to help with that, which is a damn good thing because I have no clue about that. My sisters keep saying I had to get a website, but without Marley, I don’t think it would happen.”
Saying Marley’s name conjured her in Gage’s mind. His body instantly tightened. He had to force his thoughts off of her and back to Don.
Don grinned. “Marley Adams, huh? She’s a good kid. Her parents are good friends of ours. I mean, mine. She just moved back to town after that scare in Seattle. Her parents are tickled pink, and I’m glad to hear she’s helping you out. She needs something to do. That brain of hers never stops.”
Gage couldn’t help it. His mind got hung up on the “scare in Seattle” that Don mentioned. It brought back a memory from the other night when he asked her why she moved back to Diamond Creek. She’d answered, but her answer had been vague and her eyes had been guarded. “I ran into her when she was hiking up here. I gathered she only moved back recently, but what happened?”
Don didn’t seem to mind Gage’s question and appeared oblivious to the depth of Gage’s curiosity. “She walked into her apartment being robbed in Seattle. Her father told me she got lucky to come away with only a few bruises. Guy whipped her good with his gun and then stripped her place. Her parents have wanted her back home for years. She’s smart as a whip and could probably run circles around those city tech guys, but she’s a Diamond Creek girl through and through. I’m glad to know you met her. Though I haven’t seen you in years, you were always a good boy. She could use a friend,” Don said gruffly.
Gage barely heard a word Don said past the details of the robbery. Fury rushed through him so fast he had to force himself to breath slowly. Fortunately, he was an expert at staying stone cold on the outside no matter how he felt inside. Knowing that someone hurt Marley like that just to steal from her made him sick with anger. His mind locked on the wish to personally find and destroy the man who hurt her. On the heels of that anger came an intense wave of protectiveness.
Don cleared his throat. Gage realized he’d gone quiet. He wasn’t concerned the turmoil he felt inside had shown, but he had some manners. He met Don’s eyes again. “That shouldn’t happen to anyone. I’m glad she’s okay. Do you know if they caught whoever did it?”
Don shrugged. “Far as I know, they haven’t. It’s only been a few months. She moved back about a month ago.”
Gage nodded slowly. “Well, good thing she’s back. Can’t imagine something like that happening around here.”
Don shook his head. “Definitely not. You probably didn’t realize it, but you got yourself a hot shot computer programmer getting your website going. Marley’ll do a good job for you,” he said, grinning proudly.
Gage kept his focus firmly on the present. He knew if he let himself think too much about what Don told him, his mind would go in circles. He shifted the topic off Marley. “Speaking of help, any suggestions on who I could hire here? I’d like to have the lodge open by the holidays. I’m not saying that’s what you’re looking for, but if you want your old job back, it’s yours. I could use any help you’re willing to give.”
Don’s eyes twinkled. “Well, damn. I wasn’t expecting that. I gotta say, I figured you were up here doing your own thing. I wasn’t so sure you meant to get this place up and running by Christmas.”
Gage nodded firmly. “I’m starting to wonder if I’m crazy, but that’s what I want. I figure I’d better. I told Marley I hoped to have it open by Christmas and now she tells me she’s posted it online.”
Don chuckled before his eyes sobered. “I wasn’t looking for work, but of all the jobs I did, I loved working at the lodge the best. I’d be happy to help out. I’m not as young as I used to be, but I’m not too old either. Your grandfather hired me on when I was a skinny, smartass teenager. Tell me when and I’ll be here. Nothing would make Sandy happier than this place being open again. Not to mention, it’ll give me something to do.”
Gage grinned and stuck his hand out for another shake. “You just made my day. I was about to sit down and go through the list of names I found in Gram’s desk and see if I could figure out if any of her old staff were still around. Having you here to help me figure things out makes me feel like we might be able to pull this off.”
Don shook his hand vigorously. “We’re gonna make it fun.” His eyes sobered and he glanced around. “I can help with getting the lifts up and going and all the outside stuff, but I’m not your guy for the kitchen and reception.”
“Any suggestions on who I can call?”
“I’ll start by asking my daughter. She was tied to her mama’s hip in the kitchen. She might not be up for it, but she can give us some ideas on who would be.”
Gage nodded firmly. “Perfect. Back to you, when do you want to start?”
Don shrugged. “Tell me when you need me. I haven’t worked much since Sandy passed away. Odd jobs here and there, but nothing else.”
“Tomorrow?” Gage asked hopefully.
Don laughed and stood, putting his baseball cap on as he did. “Tomorrow it is.”
Gage walked him outside and gave him a brief tour of the work he’d done already on the exterior. Don left with promises to return tomorrow and assess the condition of the slopes. Gage walked down the driveway after Don left and eyed the sign again. He’d put in entirely new posts yesterday and repainted the lettering on the sign. Last Frontier Lodge was legible now. He turned and looked down the hill toward Marley’s cabin, its bright red roof peeking out through the spruce forest.
The fury he’d tamped down and held in washed over him in a wave. He knew well that life wasn’t fair. He’d learned that lesson time and again. But to think Marley—sweet, sexy, Marley who’d somehow found a way to crawl through his defenses and flash a ray of sunshine inside his battened down heart—had been attacked and robbed. He could hardly stand to think it. He closed his eyes and took a breath—the cold, bracing autumn air rushing through him. He didn’t know how, but he’d find a way to make sure she never got hurt like that again.



CHAPTER 8
M arley stood up from the couch where she’d been planted for most of the morning, deep into work on one of her app projects. She’d sent it out for beta testing to a few trusted contacts before switching over to post an update on the lodge’s website. Gage had grumbled, but he’d allowed her to take photographs of the repairs he’d finished on the lodge for the purpose of posting them on the blog. She knew they needed to raise the profile of the lodge online, and she hoped using the blog to post cute updates would stir interest. True to his word, Gage was clueless in the online world. She’d been childishly pleased he went along with her plan for the photos. Once she finished posting the photos, she closed her laptop and forced herself to get off the couch. The cabin had a slice of a view of Kachemak Bay through a gap in the trees. The water sparkled in the sun, wind ruffling the surface. She walked to the door at the side of the kitchen and out onto the deck, which wrapped around the cabin.
Autumn was almost gone. She expected it to snow any day now. Every morning, the snow fell lower on the mountains across the bay. Living close to the ski lodge meant living fairly high up in the foothills that encircled Diamond Creek. Downtown Diamond Creek was a descent of over one thousand feet down to sea level. The hills around town could have a foot of snow, while downtown by the ocean may only have a few inches. A bracing wind blew through the trees. She breathed deep, invigorated by the sharp, cold air.
She turned and looked up toward the ski lodge. The buildings were visible above the treetops. In the distance, she saw a man on a ladder resting against the side of the main lodge. Though all she could see was a silhouette, she knew it must be Gage. Her breath caught and her pulse raced. The other night with Gage had taken her to a place she’d never been, and she could hardly stop thinking about him. She hadn’t seen him for two days afterwards by virtue of her mother cajoling her into a trip to Anchorage for shopping. She’d been somewhat relieved because she could barely behave normally around him, and thought perhaps a day or two away would set her head straight and get her hormones under control.
No such luck. Gage had texted and called both days. While his queries had mostly been mundane, he sent her heart wild when he commented that he hoped she wasn’t avoiding him. His voice had become gruff when he said this. Marley had squeezed the phone in her hand and forced herself to keep a straight face with her mother driving in the car beside her. She wasn’t avoiding him, but she also didn’t know what to do with her feelings. He’d blown her mind and body the other night. Any free moment, her mind wandered to thoughts of him. She wanted to ask him what he wanted, but she didn’t quite dare. She was afraid all he wanted was to take advantage of the chemistry that crackled like a livewire between them. It was discombobulating that a tiny corner of her heart wanted something more.
Replaying the moment in her mind, she flushed. Another gust of wind coasted through the trees, cooling her heated skin. With a whirl, Marley turned and went inside, snatching her purse and climbing in her car. An old friend had called her this morning about meeting for lunch. She quickly texted to confirm she was on her way. Beyond wanting to reconnect with friends, she needed something to get her mind off of Gage. She’d never experienced the way she felt with him and didn’t like how out of control it made her feel.
A short drive later, Marley walked into Glacier Pizza, one of her old favorites. The restaurant remained just as she recalled. A brick oven stove sat center stage with an open kitchen surrounding it. A counter with stools encircled the kitchen, and booths lined the walls. The restaurant was decorated almost as an afterthought with photos from locals and tourists adorning the walls. Various license plates from all over the country hung on a back wall.
She glanced around, her eyes landing on her friend, Ginger Sanders. Ginger was one of her oldest friends. They’d grown up together in the small world of Diamond Creek and stayed tight all through college. Marley had missed her dearly the entire time she was in Seattle. Ginger hadn’t noticed her yet and was busy perusing the menu. Marley strode over to the booth and tapped Ginger on the shoulder. Ginger’s head snapped up, and she squealed. With a leap, she stood and hugged Marley tight.
“It’s so good to see you!” Ginger stepped back, brushing her hair out of her face. “I hate that you’ve been here over a month, and I’ve been out of town the whole time. How are you?”
Marley swallowed at the sudden tightness in her throat. No matter how long it was between when they talked, it was as if no time had passed. She felt instantly comfortable. She met Ginger’s blue gaze and tears spilled down her cheeks. Being home for more than a visit was bringing up feelings she hadn’t known she’d buried. A decade away in Seattle, so often feeling a step out of rhythm with everyone there and never quite feeling like she belonged, had forced her to tuck her feelings away. Even when she visited Diamond Creek, she’d had to keep it light, reminding herself why she’d moved away—to make something of herself. Ginger’s bright blue eyes and her ever-present warmth and acceptance were merely one thing she’d missed dearly.
Ginger tugged Marley close again for another hug. When she stepped back this time, her eyes glistened. “Sit down and tell me everything,” she said, waving Marley into the booth.
Marley pulled her jacket off and sat down, tucking her jacket and purse to her side on the seat. She met Ginger’s eyes. “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you. I didn’t think it would make me cry though,” she said with a wry smile.
Ginger giggled. “Hey, I’d have missed me that much too.”
Marley grinned and took a sip of the water waiting for her on the table. “So, what training kept you away for a whole month?”
“I was finishing up the advanced portion of my internship, so I can officially call myself a speech therapist. I’m so relieved to finally have it done!”
“I thought you were already a speech therapist. Isn’t that your job, or am I confused?”
Ginger giggled. “Yes and no. I had the degree and one of my two internships done, but to practice independently, I had to finish this. Technically, I have the same job, but now I’ll get paid more.”
Marley grinned and lifted her water in a toast. “Awesome! I’m glad you’re back now. It’s been nice to be home, but it felt funny without you around.”
Ginger rolled her eyes and brushed her hair behind her shoulders. Ginger’s hair was a glossy, rich brown that swung around her shoulders when she moved. With a huff, Ginger eyed Marley. “Try being me without you here for over a decade! You’re my bestie, and I only got to see you a few times a year. Go ahead and give me grief for being gone when you finally decided to move back, but you won’t get any guilt out of me.”
Marley shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to make you feel guilty. I just missed you.”
Ginger’s eyes sobered. “No worries. I’m so happy you’re here. Are you doing okay?” Her voice softened as she looked at Marley.
Marley had called Ginger the night of the robbery after the police left. Ginger was the friend she called when she needed to talk. With a breath, Marley met Ginger’s eyes. “I’m okay, just okay. I’m more glad than I can say to finally be home. I’d rather I finally decided to come home for different reasons, but I’m so relieved to be here.”
Ginger’s eyes coasted over her before she nodded firmly. “Okay then. I was all worried I’d need to be ready to convince you to stay here, but I’m not getting that vibe.”
Marley shook her head. “Nope. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad I spent the time I did in Seattle. I made tons of connections and learned a lot. But I’m not a city girl. I don’t want to run a big tech company anymore. Trust me, I got a serious reality check on that. I just want to do some programming, keep up my work on app development and hopefully make enough with freelance work. You’re stuck with me now.”
Ginger’s eyes flashed when she grinned, quickly sobering again. “Because you know I’m not one to avoid things, how are you sleeping? Or better yet, are you sleeping?”
Marley had talked to her several times after the robbery, so Ginger knew she’d barely slept for days afterwards. “Much better. It helped a lot just to get the hell out of my old apartment. I also did what you suggested and saw a therapist for a few weeks before I moved. The police gave me a few names. I didn’t know if it would help for such a short time, but she gave me some things to do when my mind starts going in circles. Being back in Diamond Creek at the old cabin has also done wonders for my sleep.”
Ginger chuckled. A waitress approached and took their order. When she left, Ginger absently twirled a lock of hair around her finger. “Okay, so we got that out of the way. What’s this I hear about Last Frontier Lodge reopening? Rumor has it that’s actually happening. Rumor also has it that you’ve been seen on the premises with the new owner who is alleged to be all kinds of sexy.” Ginger tilted her head and arched a brow.
Marley fought her blush and completely failed, which led to Ginger’s mouth dropping open.
“Spill it,” Ginger ordered.
Marley wrestled with her thoughts for a moment and tidied the condiments. Ginger cleared her throat. Marley glanced up to find Ginger’s blue eyes pinned on her, her brow arching even higher.
“Well, I can confirm the rumors. Last Frontier Lodge is reopening, and I’ve been on the premises. The new owner is Gage Hamilton, and he might be pretty damn sexy.”
Ginger squealed. “Awesome! I can’t wait for the lodge to open. Do you remember how much fun we had there when we were kids?”
Marley nodded and started to speak, but Ginger kept going. “Who is Gage Hamilton and how did you meet him? You’re blushing like crazy, so you’d better fill me in on anything else.”
Marley provided a quick summary on Gage’s plans to reopen the lodge. When it came to filling Ginger in on exactly what transpired between her and Gage, she hesitated. She wasn’t purposefully trying to hide anything, but it felt so fresh, so new, and such uncharted territory for her, she wasn’t sure how to talk about it. But she desperately needed someone to talk to.
“Okay, you’re getting weird. What happened?” Ginger asked.
Marley shifted in her seat and fiddled with her fork, rocking it between her fingers. Their waitress arrived with their pizza, offering a brief distraction. After a few bites, Marley looked up to find Ginger waiting expectantly. Ginger knew her so well. They’d watched each other make it through high school crushes and been each other’s long-distance support for any and all relationship matters. Ginger had managed to get married and divorced already, keeping Marley busier on the side of emotional support. Marley, on the other hand, had all but ceased activity on the dating and relationship front once she finished college. She’d buckled down and worked crazy long hours. She’d never felt particularly comfortable in the dating scene, usually feeling awkward and out of place.
If anyone could give her advice, it would be Ginger. Marley took a breath and filled her in. By the time she finished, Ginger’s jaw hung open. Marley crossed and uncrossed her legs and took a bite of pizza to give her something to do.
“You’re telling me you had this crazy, hot night of sex and you only saw him once since then to take pictures of the lodge?” Ginger didn’t even try to keep the incredulity out of her tone.
Marley nodded, her blush returning in force. “I mean, I don’t know if it was crazy…” She couldn’t quite bring herself to say aloud that she was practically salivating to see him again. She’d never been like this about a man.
“For you, that’s crazy. I’d started to wonder if you’d ever date again. The last thing I expected was for you to come home, meet a super hot guy, and go wild for a night. So what now?”
Marley brushed her hair away from her face when she leaned forward for a sip of water. “I don’t know what now. I had no idea any of this was going to happen. I don’t know what to think, or do. I’m supposed to go over tomorrow to review some of the stuff I’ve done on the website.” She sighed and pushed her plate away. “This is why I didn’t date for so long. I’m terrible at this. I don’t know if all he wants is a one-night stand or just a short, meaningless fling, or something else. I’m all tied up and don’t know how to be casual. It’s awful.”
Just talking about it sent her heart racing and her stomach twirling with flutters. Gage was…everything she wasn’t. She didn’t doubt that he had gobs more sexual experience than she did, and with his looks, he could have his pick of women. Why he’d want to be with her, she didn’t know. And she’d gone and given in the other night, potentially ruining a chance at a good friendship with him. She envisioned endless awkward moments ahead.
Ginger sighed. “Marley, snap out of it. You’re getting all worked up before you know if you need to be worked up. Didn’t you say he asked if you were avoiding him?”
At Marley’s nod, Ginger continued. “Some guy who’s only after a quick night of fun does not ask that. If that were the case, he’d be happy you were avoiding him.”
“But I’m working on the website for him…”
Ginger waved at her, cutting her off. “He could easily get out of that. Stop it. You’re totally cute, you always have been. You just had your brain buried in computers and books so much, you never even noticed the guys checking you out. The fact that Gage has enough sense to do something about it gives him points as far as I’m concerned. How about I come up with you tomorrow? I can meet him and let you know what I think.”
“Won’t that be weird to randomly bring you up there?” Marley could seriously use Ginger’s opinion, but she didn’t want to make Gage think she was sending scouts in to check him out.
“Hon, people are going to be randomly dropping by there every day now. I ran into Don Peters at the gas station this morning, and he was on his way to work there. That’s another mark in Gage’s favor if you ask me. Don said he offered him his old job back the first time he stopped by. Smart business move, but also a nice guy move. Don’s all sentimental about it.”
Marley’s heart clenched at that small bit of news. Don had been doing okay in the years since Sandy died, but her parents had worried about him, saying he was at loose ends. If anyone loved Last Frontier Lodge, it was Don and Sandy. The only downside to Gage’s kindness in offering Don his old job was it made Marley like Gage even more. Considering that she could hardly stop thinking about him, it didn’t help for her to start fawning over him on another level. She was turning into a full-blown fool over him. With a sigh, she met Ginger’s eyes. “Okay then. How about you meet me at my place tomorrow morning? We can go over together. I can use all the advice I can get.”
Ginger squealed while Marley shook her head. After they left the restaurant, Marley headed to one of her favorite beaches for a short walk. The tourists had mostly left town, and the beach was empty of people. Marley walked along the damp sand where the tide had rolled out. Gulls circled and called above. A pair of eagles sat side by side on a piece of driftwood, both staring out over the water. They didn’t move as she approached, accustomed to people walking on the shore. They sat tall and majestic, their piercing yellow eyes tracking her as she passed in front of them. A loon floated on the water, rocking gently in the waves. The salty breeze was cold, chilling her through. With a last look at the mountains, their peaks bright white against the sky and the snow almost to the foothills now, Marley turned and walked back to her car.
When she got home, she checked her email and had a cryptic and confusing message asking her what she’d done with the data from human resources at her last job. Marley quickly closed her laptop, unclear who sent the message since it showed up under a general mailbox address for human resources. A prickle snaked under her skin. She’d never had anything to do with data from human resources. The email had to be a mistake. Something told her not to respond, so she didn’t.



CHAPTER 9
G age stepped around a boulder on the trail as he walked alongside Don. Gage had finished painting this morning and headed up the ski trails to see how Don was faring. Don had shown up at first light with fresh coffee from Misty Mountain Café, which Gage had come to learn was a local favorite for coffee and baked goods. Gage was beyond relieved to have Don’s expertise on handling the trailside of running a ski lodge. Don had spent the morning checking the condition of the trails and ski lifts.
The air held a bite with sharp gusts of wind cutting through the trees. When they reached an area where the trails intersected, they finally paused. Gage turned and looked down the trail. The sun was high, wispy clouds moved quickly across the sky. The mountain range across the bay was taller than those surrounding Diamond Creek. Gage measured the approach of winter by the pace at which snow covered the mountains on the other side. He expected snow to fly at the lodge any day now. A pair of magpies burst out of the spruce trees, chattering loudly. They swooped to a landing on the small building beside the ski lift, winks of iridescent blue and green flashing as they settled in place.
Don walked over to the lift, checking it over. “Your best bet is going to be to replace all the lifts. Their condition is poor, seeing as they’ve sat through roughly twenty winters with no maintenance. As far as the trails go, I can clear the areas where debris has built up by the end of the week.” He stepped to Gage’s side and leaned against the building. “I see you’ve already taken care of the paint on all of these.”
Gage nodded. “Yup. I’m trying to get the exterior work done by next week. Aside from paint and some roof repairs, things were okay. There are a few aesthetics I could address, but I’ll probably wait until next summer for that.” He considered what Don had said. He knew he needed to sink some money into the lodge. He hoped he had enough with what Gram had left him and his own savings though he wasn’t particularly worried. His years as a SEAL involved all work and no play. Without a family to support, he’d socked away any extra money into his savings, so he had a cushion.
Don nodded approvingly. “You’ve done a lot. If you keep it up, you’ll have the paint done by next week. As for the lifts…”
“Let’s replace them. Any suggestions on where we’d go to take care of that?”
Don chuckled. “We’ll use the same place your grandparents used to order that type of equipment. If you’ll let me, I’ll take a look at your Gram’s old files. I handled all that stuff back in the day. Happy to do it now.”
Gage experienced a wave of relief, followed immediately with a mix of euphoria and anxiety. He’d dreamed of being back in Diamond Creek since the day they moved away. Visits during his childhood had only stoked his dreams. He hadn’t realized it, but somewhere along the way, after he went from boy to man and faced the devastating realities of war and paid the price of grief, he’d lost hope of ever returning to Diamond Creek. When Gram had died, he’d thought he had to do what adults did and absorb another loss in his heart. He missed her terribly because she’d been the kind of grandmother any child would be lucky to have—a warm, kind, ever-supportive cheerleader who offered blunt advice usually when it was most needed. The surprise inheritance of Last Frontier Lodge, which he’d thought long ago sold, had opened up the portal to his forgotten dream. Don’s entrance into his world here made the logistical realities of his dream seem possible. Yet, Gage couldn’t quite believe it would all be possible.
Without a word, Don pushed away from the building and began to walk back down the trail. He glanced over his shoulder. “Let’s head back down, so I can take a look at the old orders. I’d like to have those lifts on the way as soon as we can.”
Gage began walking down the trail behind Don. He enjoyed what little time he’d had to work with Don. Don was comfortable with quiet and tended to only speak when necessary. He worked steadily and with clear focus. His style meshed well with Gage’s. As they moved down the trail, Gage thought of Marley. He’d resisted the urge to ask Don more questions about her. He was more than a little curious to know more about her, and it was clear Don knew her and her family well. He also couldn’t think of her without considering the robbery Don had told him about. He sensed Don had told him all he knew about that, so he avoided further questions. He’d reached out to a former SEAL team member, Aidan McNamara, who worked in private security in Seattle now. Gage hoped Aidan could use his contacts with the local police to ascertain the status of Marley’s robbery and assault. With Marley moving out of state, Gage knew the pressure on the authorities to investigate would ease. Aidan had assured him he’d look into it and get back to him.
In the meantime, Gage was battling the fury he felt every moment he considered it. This feeling rode alongside his confusion about how Marley had shimmied her way past his defenses without the slightest effort. Her utter lack of artifice drew him like a moth to a flame. He couldn’t conceive of trying to put some distance between them, but it went against all of his well-established boundaries around relationships, namely that he didn’t have them. When she’d called to say she’d be out of town for two days, he’d been startled at the lurch in his heart. Unbeknownst to him on a conscious level, he’d been counting on seeing her. Since she returned, she’d stopped by briefly to take some pictures of the lodge for the website. Her brief visit had stoked his wish to see her more. Though he wouldn’t deny she drew him like a magnet physically, it was more than that. He craved simply being near her and was bound and determined he’d see her tonight.
Don turned the corner around the side of the lodge to head for the front entrance when Gage heard him exclaim. “Marley girl!” Don’s hearty greeting was followed by the softer sound of Marley’s voice and another female voice. All he was focused on was the knowledge that Marley was here. His heart thumped—hard—and his body tightened.
He jogged around the building to find Marley wrapped in a bear hug from Don. When Don set her down, Marley’s eyes met his. Gage felt the instant pull of his attraction to her. Her auburn hair was tousled from the wind, her cheeks bright. He reined in the urge to walk to her and kiss her plump mouth. With the knowledge of the most amazing night he’d ever experienced and what Don had told him, he couldn’t think clearly. She smiled in his direction and gestured to the woman with her whom he hadn’t even bothered to glance at yet.
“Gage, this is Ginger. We grew up in Diamond Creek together. She heard you were opening the lodge again and wanted to stop by.”
Gage nodded and forced his eyes away from Marley. Ginger was gorgeous with shiny brown hair that swung around her shoulders, wide blue eyes, and a broad smile. Gage had absolutely zero interest in her and had to work to keep his gaze from traveling back to Marley. She was like a magnet. He drew upon his ingrained manners and smiled politely. “Nice to meet you.”
Ginger’s smile widened. “When I heard you were opening the lodge again, I didn’t believe it, but Marley says it’s true. I’m so excited! You have no idea how happy this is going to make the town. We’ve all missed the lodge.” Ginger bounced on her feet.
“I’m definitely getting the idea that it’s news for me to re-open the lodge. With Marley’s help on the website and Don’s help around here, I’m hoping I can pull it off.” Gage was conflicted at the excitement around town about the lodge. On the one hand, it fed his efforts. On the other, he worried he couldn’t meet the high expectations.
“You’d better have it ready before Christmas because you’ve already got a few online reservations,” Marley said with a grin.
Gage swung his gaze back to her. “Seriously?”
Marley nodded, her mossy green eyes sparkling. Gage had to tamp down the urge to swing her into his arms. Don chuckled. “Told you hiring her was a smart move. But we’ve got work to do. Show me where the files are and I’ll get those lifts ordered.” Don paused and glanced between Marley and Ginger. “You two know anyone who might want a job handling the reception and housekeeping end of things here? Gage is about ten steps ahead of himself in his brain, and we need some staff lined up yesterday.”
Marley shrugged. “I can ask my mom, but I’m not much help in that area since I just moved back. Any ideas, Ginger?”
Ginger tapped her finger on her cheek. “Let me think. I know I can come up with some ideas. You need to put some ads in the classified section online for the local paper.” She addressed her last comment to Marley. Gage almost laughed aloud at how quickly Ginger had ascertained he’d be useless in that area.
Marley’s eyes widened as she looked from Ginger to Gage. “I don’t know…”
Ginger put her hands on her hips. “If you’re in charge of the online stuff, this is your thing.”
Gage couldn’t hold back his grin when Marley flushed and nodded. He didn’t plan it this way, but every tiny way she was involved with the lodge notched joy in his heart.
Don chuckled and turned to walk into the lodge. “Let’s get inside. It’s freezing. You girls can boss Gage around while I go through my old files.”
A while later, Ginger had left to bring takeout pizza back to the lodge. Once Don located the old records of the companies he used for ordering the lodge equipment, Marley had looked online and set him up to search for what he needed. Gage had busied himself with a few lingering repairs in some of the rooms.
It was hard to be in the room with Marley and keep his hands off of her. He was meandering in uncharted territory with her and the other night was fresh in his mind and body. He didn’t know how she’d have felt if he did what he wanted to do in front of Don and Ginger, nor did he trust himself to manage the wildfire that simmered between them. So he kept busy and left her to help Don.
He finished adding oil to the hinges on all the doors in one of the wings of the lodge when he heard his name. He stepped out from behind the door. “Right here.”
“Oh, there you are. We have pizza,” Ginger said, beckoning for him to follow.
He grabbed his toolbox, quickly tucking everything away, and began to follow her. Ginger paused in the hall to wait for him. When he reached her side, her eyes coasted over him, her gaze assessing.
“Did I mention I’m happy you’re opening the lodge again?”
Gage nodded. “You did.” He sensed she wanted to say something else, but he wasn’t going to prod.
She took a breath. “I just met you, and my gut tells me you’re a good guy. I have to say this because Marley’s my best friend, so if you take offense, you’ll have to get over it. I’m not sure what your intentions are with Marley, but whatever you do, you’d better be good to her. She’s been through a lot lately. I don’t want to see her get hurt.”
Gage’s heart tightened. It occurred to him that no one had ever warned him in this way about a woman. He’d gone through most of his adult life focused on his career in the military. It hadn’t been by design, but he’d kept relationships casual. After Matt died and he came home, he hadn’t considered himself decent company and was battling enough of his own demons that he didn’t want to foist them on anyone else. But Marley was something he hadn’t seen coming. He wanted to assure Ginger she didn’t need to worry, but he didn’t even know what his intentions were. He did know he’d do anything in his power to keep her from being hurt. The bare facts Don had reported to him about the night Marley was robbed flashed through his mind.
He met Ginger’s eyes. “I don’t know what to say other than that I have no intention of hurting Marley. I’m not sure what she told you…”
Ginger cut him off. “More than enough. Maybe I shouldn’t say this, but I will. Marley doesn’t exactly have much experience with men. If you haven’t noticed, she likes to keep her brain busy. Don’t go thinking she gossiped about you two, but I’ve known her long enough, I know when something’s up. I forced it out of her.”
Gage nodded. “It’s okay. To be honest, I’m glad you said something. Marley’s…special. I’m not sure where things are going with us.” He paused, holding back the questions bubbling up inside. Ginger waited patiently. Gage realized perhaps she could help him. He wanted to know Marley better. He also wanted to know what Ginger knew about the robbery. He was determined to track down who was behind it. Any information Ginger offered, he could pass on to Aidan.
“Don told me about the robbery. Marley hasn’t mentioned it, and I don’t want to make her uncomfortable, but anything you can tell me would be good. I’ve got a friend in Seattle who’s in touch with the police there. I don’t want the investigation to wither just because she’s not around pressuring them. If she’s talked to you about it, maybe we have some more info to pass on.”
Ginger’s eyes widened. She studied him for a long moment before nodding slowly. “I’ll be happy to tell you everything she told me, but not now. For what it’s worth, maybe you don’t know where things are going with you and Marley, but you might want to face the reality that she obviously means something to you. You wouldn’t be so concerned about her if she didn’t.”
Gage nodded tightly. Ginger’s observation wasn’t news to him, but damn if he knew what to do with it. He was used to being in control. Marley was entirely out of his scope of planning, and he felt helpless to control his feelings about her. He shifted on his feet and rolled his shoulders. “Not denying it, but that’s about all I have to add on that. How about I set up a call with my friend in the next few days? I can conference you in. He’s already gotten the entire police file on it.” He held Ginger’s gaze for another moment. “I’m not letting whoever did that to Marley walk away. As for your warning, no worries. It’s good to know Marley has a friend like you.”
Ginger grinned and began walking again. “Let’s go eat.”



CHAPTER 10
M arley flicked on the lights downstairs in her cabin and quickly put some logs in the woodstove for a fire. November was racing by with Thanksgiving right around the corner. Winter was nipping on the heels of autumn. Ginger had driven away a few minutes ago. Their impromptu pizza dinner with Gage and Don had been more than nice. The simple joy of being home and having dinner with friends was enough to make her day. Adding Gage to the mix only made it better. Though it had been challenging to be near him and keep her hands to herself. All he had to do was exist in space near her and attraction buzzed to life, its current snapping between them.
Ginger had given him her enthusiastic stamp of approval. On the short drive back to Marley’s cabin where Ginger had left her car, Ginger demanded that Marley promise she wouldn’t get in her own way with Gage. Though Marley didn’t disagree with Ginger, she wasn’t as certain of what Gage may want. Ginger had been adamant that her gut told her good things about Gage, and it was worth it for Marley to throw caution to the wind. Marley only wished she could take that advice and act on it so easily. The depth of her attraction to Gage and the feelings bubbling to life frightened her. It was beyond anything she’d experienced or expected, and she didn’t want to let herself hope for something that couldn’t be.
She forced her mind off of Gage and to the moment, tucking a few pieces of tinder under the logs and lighting the fire. Once the flames caught, she closed the glass door to the woodstove. She grabbed her laptop off the desk in the corner and sat down on the couch to work on a few things. While she was fiddling with the placement of photos of the lodge website, her email pinged. By habit, she clicked on it to check. Another email from the same general human resources address sat in her inbox. This email again had no name, although it was more specific than the first one, specifically asking if she had retained possession of a flash drive with human resources data on it and warning her she was obligated to return all company property.
Her fingers sat on her keyboard. She began to type a reply, but again hesitated. Fear flickered inside. She didn’t know why, but this didn’t feel right. She’d never been involved with human resources data at her former job. Her extent of involvement with human resources had revolved solely around her own hiring and resignation. She’d been pleasantly surprised at how friendly her main contact there had been. Something told her that whoever was emailing her likely didn’t even work in the human resources department. She resisted going there, but her mind kept circling over the night of her robbery and the way the man had torn through her apartment. He’d said little and she’d been so stunned, terrified and hurt. After he’d whipped her across the face with his gun, he’d shoved her in the corner where she’d remained and watched him. She’d noticed that he seemed focused on her computer area, dumping out drawers, stealing all of her flash drives and equipment. He’d also stolen her television and other electronics, but it had appeared to be an afterthought. She didn’t want to think it, but she was afraid these emails had something to do with that night.
A knock at the door startled her, her heart jumpstarting as fear clogged in her throat. She suddenly couldn’t recall if she’d locked her door. Her eyes swung wildly to the door, a tiny wave of relief rising when she saw the bolt was turned. She looked around and realized there was nowhere to hide here. The cabin windows offered a full view of the living room. She couldn’t think of who would come by at this hour. Her parents were nearby, but they would have called. If Ginger had forgotten something, she would have called as well.
There was another knock at the door and a muffled voice. Marley finally uncurled her legs and set her laptop on the table beside the couch. She forced herself to stand and walk to the door, her heart battering against her ribcage.
“Yes?”
“Marley, it’s Gage.”
She closed her eyes and fought back tears. The relief was so intense, she needed a moment to pull herself together. She didn’t know why he was here, but she knew he was safe. After a few deep breaths, she turned the bolt and opened the door.
Gage leaned against the doorframe, one arm hooked above his head, his gray eyes locking with hers immediately. There he stood, his jacket hanging open, his sculpted chest outlined by his fitted t-shirt, and jeans resting low on his hips. Her pulse quickened and heat twisted inside. “Hey, I…” He paused, his eyes coasting over her face. “Are you okay?”
She opened her mouth to reply, but no words came. The panicky feeling inside was receding, but her chest was tight and her breathing shallow. The combined feelings of frantic fear from the moments before she knew it was Gage and the spark of attraction between them short-circuited her brain. She gulped in air and tried to bring her body under control. Gage’s eyes sharpened. A sharp gust of cold air blew through the door.
He moved quickly and stepped inside, pulling the door shut behind him. The icy air swirled around them. She couldn’t seem to move and simply stood there and stared at him. His eyes shifted from questioning to concerned. “Marley, talk to me. You look scared. What’s going on?”
She took a breath, this time managing to breathe more slowly. She took a step away from the door. “I, uh…” She felt tears welling and fought them back. You cannot fall apart in front of Gage. Pull it together. Her stern internal dialogue was no match for her body’s instinctive fear reflex, which had kicked into gear the moment an unexpected knock came at the door. Hugging her arms around her waist, she took another few steps back and bumped against the kitchen counter.
Gage remained where he stood by the door, appearing to sense she needed the space. His eyes were locked to hers. Unable to bear it, she closed her eyes, a tear splashing on her cheek as she did. She held still and forced herself to breathe in and out slowly, reminding herself over and over that she was in Diamond Creek, safe in her cabin with Gage nearby—nowhere near her old apartment in Seattle. Her heartbeat slowed, and she gained control of her breathing again. As reality sank into her consciousness, a wave of mortification washed through her. Gage would think she was crazy. She had no idea how to explain her reaction to a simple knock on her door. Though she wished she could keep her eyes closed, only opening them after he dissolved into thin air, she knew she had no choice but to face him. So, she opened her eyes. To find him leaning against a stool by the counter, his elbow hooked over it. His eyes were on her. He looked coiled tight, as if he was holding back.
But when he met her eyes, his gray gaze softened. The room was quiet. Uncertain what to say, she watched him. He started to speak and then stopped. He traced the edge of the counter with his fingertip. Her eyes followed the motion.
“I’m not sure if I should say this, but Don told me what happened in Seattle.”
His simple sentence slammed into her. For a moment, she was annoyed Don had told him. But then she was relieved. At some point, he’d have heard from someone. It might as well be sooner, rather than later. And from someone who cared, not from someone being gossipy. His finger traveled back and forth along the corner of the counter. She slowly lifted her eyes to his and nodded. “I’m glad he got that out of the way for me.” She gestured in the direction of the door. “When you knocked, I didn’t know it was you. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to freak out.”
He shook his head sharply. “Don’t apologize. I should have called. It’s completely reasonable you’d get scared if someone shows up unannounced.”
She nodded slowly and shrugged. “I guess so. I just didn’t want you to think it had anything to do with you.” She paused and glanced to the fire in the woodstove. The room looked so warm, cozy and homey. It was hard to believe she could ever be frightened here, but she had been. “Do you want to sit down?” she finally asked.
He glanced to her, to the woodstove and back again. “I don’t have to stay.”
Fierce longing raced through her. She didn’t want him to leave. At all. His quiet strength was a balm to her shattered nerves, the soft current between them almost a comfort though it tied her up inside if she tried to think about what it meant. “Please stay. I mean, unless you…”
“I’ll stay,” he said with alacrity. He pushed away from the stool and followed her to the couch.
When they sat down, her eyes automatically traveled to her laptop, wondering again who was behind the emails. Gage was more in tune than she’d have liked him to be. He instantly followed her gaze, his eyes meeting hers. He arched a brow. It both comforted her and confused her that he picked up on her feelings.
“What?” she asked.
“What was that look for?” he countered.
Marley considered whether to tell him and figured she might as well. He might think she was crazy, but there was no sense in hiding it. She quickly explained.
He studied her for a long moment before speaking. “I don’t like it. It doesn’t make sense.”
“It’s weird. I can’t tell if I’m freaking out over nothing after what happened in Seattle, or if I should be worried.” What she didn’t say was his mere presence soothed her. When he was near, she felt safe and secure. That itself rattled her a little, but she didn’t feel like questioning it now.
“Would you mind if I asked a friend to trace the emails?”
“You could do that?”
“Well, not me specifically. I have a friend who works in private security. This kind of thing is right up his alley. Or maybe you could on your own. Computers are your thing after all.”
Marley rolled her eyes. “I do coding and development. I’m not a hacker. Maybe I’d have a leg up on some people if I wanted to figure it out, but it’s not the kind of thing I’ve spent much time on. If you have a friend who’d be willing to check it out, that’d be great. Even if we find out I’m just being silly, that’s better than what I’m doing right now.”
“You got it. I’ll call him tomorrow and see what he needs from us to make it happen.”
Marley leaned back into the couch, tension starting to ease from her body. She glanced over at Gage. His eyes were intent on her. “You okay now?”
“Yeah. I’m going to have to get used to the fact that sometimes people will knock on the door unexpectedly and learn how to deal with it.”
The embers of heat that Gage elicited sparked to life when she looked back at him. The couch was tiny, so even though he was in the opposite corner he was right beside her. He moved swiftly, wrapping his arm around her and tugging her onto his lap. His body was all hard muscles and heat. The desire buzzing between them snapped and crackled. He met her eyes, his smoky gaze mesmerizing her.
“I don’t like seeing you scared like that. No matter what, we’re going to make sure they find whoever hurt you.” His words fell fiercely into the quiet, his voice rough and raw.
Unable to speak over the thundering of her pulse, she simply nodded. In a flash, his lips were on hers, his kiss hot, wet, and devouring. The twisting heat inside of her tightened and unfurled, spinning through her veins. She couldn’t get close enough. His touch was everywhere. She tumbled into the moment, losing all sense of time. Clothes were torn off. His hard muscles rippled under her hands as she explored him. His lips and hands traced her body. The roughened skin of his palms was flint to her desire. Hot, achy, and burning for him, she scrambled up and pushed him back on the couch. Straddling his legs, she pushed her tangled hair away from her face.
Gage reached up and stroked a hand through her hair, his palm cupping her cheek and sliding down the side of her neck, coming to rest between her breasts. She couldn’t recall how it had come to be, but they were both bare. Hot, liquid need pulsed through her. He suddenly lifted her, turning her until she rested before him on the couch. His smoky eyes locked with hers. Her breath was shallow, her pulse racing. He slowly slid his palms up her calves, pushing her knees apart as he did. His hands traveled up her thighs, pausing at the juncture where she pulsed with need. He leaned forward and brought his mouth to her.
Her vision blurred as she fell into the rush of sensation. He took his time, his fingers plunging in and out of her while he dragged his tongue through her folds and over her clit—over and over until she was incoherent with need. Her hips were restless, but he held her firm with one strong hand gripping her in place. He wound her tighter and tighter until he finally drew her clit in his mouth, the sharp spike of sensation pushing her over the edge. Her climax wracked her and left her shaking as he slowly pulled away.
“Marley…”
His rough voice elicited a shiver, need arcing again in the aftermath. That’s what he did to her…with nothing more than the sound of his voice. She dragged her eyes open to find his waiting. He was on his knees in front of her, his body taut. He lifted a hand and stroked it up her abdomen, the backs of his fingers barely dusting her skin, his touch unbearably arousing. Longing clenched her in its grip.
He shifted and snagged his jeans off the floor, pulling a condom out of the pocket. He tore it open with his teeth and swiftly rolled it on, eyes on hers the whole time. Vibrating with need, she waited as he shifted his weight forward, his cock, hard and hot, coming to rest between her folds. She began to chase ecstasy again, following him into the storm.
Her breath came in ragged gasps when he proceeded to drive her wild by slowly dragging the head of his cock back and forth in her slick folds. When his name fell from her lips in a gasp, he finally gave her what she needed and lifted her hips as he slowly surged into her channel. The relief was so acute, she almost came instantly, but he held himself still. Closing her eyes, she savored the sensation of fullness, arching her back and pushing her hips against him until he was fully seated within her. Her channel throbbed around him.
“Look at me,” he whispered.
By force of will, she managed to open her eyes and meet his. Only then did he begin to move, rolling his hips against her while she began to move in rhythm with him. The moment between them lengthened into a blur, hot and electric. Sensation teemed within her. She lost herself in the push and pull of him inside of her, each surge driving her higher. Slow, long, hot, and deep strokes pushed her closer and closer. Pleasure built in waves until she thundered to the edge and toppled over with a cry, flying apart in his arms. With a muffled shout, he arched into her, shuddering against her. He held still over her before slowly shifting down, immediately locking his arms around her and rolling them, so he was under her. Her head tucked into the crook of his neck, she slowly settled, her orgasm echoing through her body.
Marley only wanted to stay there forever, locked in the protective cradle of his embrace, his heartbeat thudding against hers, his hand softly stroking her hair. After an indeterminate amount of time, it could have been as little as a few minutes or as long as an hour, Gage spoke. “You’re getting cold. Let’s get upstairs.”
When his hand stroked down her back, she felt the goose bumps rise under his palm.
“Oh.” She slowly lifted her head and sat up. When she glanced down at him, her heart clenched. His smoky gray eyes were there, waiting for hers. The corner of his mouth hooked up. The firelight flickered over his skin and want arced through her again. That’s what he did to her. She met his gaze and smiled ruefully. “I suppose I should get up.”
He shrugged. “Fine with me if you stay right there, but we might be more comfortable in your bed.”
    
Gage carried Marley upstairs, thinking he could hold her all day and it would never get old. Her body was soft and lush. He glanced down and caught sight of the freckles scattered across her cheeks. He’d discovered she had smatters of freckles all over her body, which he loved. They were her constellations, and he’d suddenly become enamored with astronomy. She giggled when he set her on the bed.
“I can walk, you know.”
“I know, but I like to carry you.”
He quickly stepped into the bathroom adjacent to her bedroom and disposed of his condom. When he returned to the bedroom, he lifted the quilt and wrapped it around them tightly. She shivered, her skin pebbling against his. He’d never understood the desire to snuggle, but with Marley, it was sheer heaven. She draped herself against him, her foot stroking down his calf as she tucked her leg over his. He tugged her close and breathed deep, listening to her breathing slow and become even.
He was half out of his mind over her and didn’t know what the hell he was going to do about it. But he couldn’t conceive of stopping whatever was happening between them. His mind flicked back to the fear he saw in her eyes when she answered the door. Cold anger flashed through him. He would find whoever put that fear in her eyes.



CHAPTER 11
“A ny update from the police?” Gage asked, the phone tucked against his shoulder as he tossed papers into the shredder. He was ruthlessly going through the old business files. After noting any pertinent information, he was shredding almost everything. He’d decided to call Aidan and try to get some movement on the police investigation of Marley’s robbery.
“Not much. All they have is what they have. As far as robberies and assaults go, it’s not much. The guy wore a mask and gloves, so we have no fingerprints and no easy way to ID the guy from the surveillance cameras at the building. Marley gave them a good list of what was stolen, but even if something turns up, usually it will have been pawned and resold,” Aidan replied.
“Fuck. That’s not good enough. I’m going to talk with her friend here and see if she has anything to add. She called her friend the night of the robbery. Maybe she missed a detail with the police. I also want you to follow up on an email she got…” He quickly filled Aidan in on his concerns about the email.
There was a long silence after he spoke. “Aidan? You still there?”
Aidan chuckled. “I’m here. Just wondering exactly who this Marley is. She seems, uh, pretty important to you.”
Gage experienced a flash of anger. His need to protect Marley was fierce. “So what?”
“So, I don’t know if you ever got involved with any women for more than a few dates, if that. I don’t mean you’re a player, more that you don’t play. At all. If you like Marley, it’s a good thing if you ask me.”
“I didn’t ask you.” His anger flared again. He didn’t particularly care to field questions about Marley. He was struggling enough to adjust to how she made him feel.
Aidan’s laugh was full this time. “No, you didn’t. But you’re a good guy, and I think it might do you good to care about someone.”
Aidan’s comment hit home, piercing right to the heart of why Gage kept women at a distance. Aidan had been on his Navy SEAL team with Matt. He knew how close they were. Matt had been one of Aidan’s best friends too. But Aidan hadn’t watched from a distance when the helicopter carrying Matt exploded in the air, knowing that his body would fall in pieces along with the helicopter and its other occupants and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do but watch helplessly. Gage preferred to feel in control and as if he had the possibility to do something. Matt’s death had been a bleak reminder of the fact that life always threw curve balls. The only thing he had control of in that situation was how he managed his feelings. The possibility of doing something to change the outcome didn’t exist. Gage breathed deeply, forcing the painful memory out of his mind. Aidan was a good friend and meant the best.
“Maybe so,” Gage finally replied. He took another breath, his next comment startling him as much as it likely did Aidan. “Marley’s something else. I think you’d like her.”
“I’m sure I would. I’d love to meet her sometime. Meanwhile, I’ll look into that email thing as soon as I can and let you know what I find. I’ll also keep prodding the police.”
Gage tossed his phone on the desk and walked to the window. The office window faced the slopes. Don was up there working. Gage had quickly realized that Don’s willingness to return to his old job was going to be a major reason he managed to open the lodge. Gage wouldn’t have known where to start when it came to running the lifts. He probably could have fumbled his way through, but it would have been by the seat of his pants. For Don though, it was old hat. Gage also appreciated the fact that Don clearly savored the work. He was busy from sunup until sundown every day, checking in with Gage as he went along. He’d promised his daughter would stop by today to talk about running the kitchen.
Marley meandered into Gage’s thoughts—her flashing green eyes and those tiny freckles dotting her skin. She stood in the wings of his thoughts all the time now. His feelings for her had created a situation he’d never encountered. Aidan’s point was accurate. Gage didn’t get emotionally involved with women. Distance worked just fine for him. It was clean and uncomplicated, and he could maintain control that way. But he’d never been tempted. He’d thought for years it was a choice, yet now that Marley had blown his well-honed defenses to bits without lifting a finger, he wondered if his control had been an illusion. He simply hadn’t met the woman who mattered enough to tempt him. With Marley, he had. He rolled his shoulders, uncomfortable with the depth of his feelings. He didn’t want to push her away. Frankly, he couldn’t conceive of that. He couldn’t say precisely why, but she tugged at him—down deep. Aside from the fact that his attraction to her was flat off the charts, he liked her. She was practical, smart, funny and loyal. If he’d been asked to say what mattered to him in a person, Marley was all of those things and more—the ephemeral electricity that sparked between them was undeniable.
The look in her eyes when she opened the door last night tightened his chest. If he thought much about what had happened, he wasn’t sure what he might do. For now, he’d make sure she was safe and coordinate with Aidan to look into things in Seattle. When he’d woken beside her this morning, her auburn hair bright against the pillow, her legs loosely tangled with his, it occurred to him that he assumed he’d be with her every night. He wasn’t so sure he was ready for that, nor her. But he wanted her to be safe, and he knew she’d be safe if she were with him. Besides, it just felt…right.
He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. Glancing around the office, he noted that he was almost done with the files. He tugged the last file drawer open and plowed through it. After he was done, he texted Marley to tell her he’d be by later. When he walked out of the office, he heard voices toward the front. He made his way out there and found Don leaning against the reception desk talking with an unfamiliar woman.
As soon as the woman turned toward him, he knew she had to be Don’s daughter. She had Don’s blue eyes and smile paired with honey gold hair.
“You must be Delia,” Gage said as he approached them.
Don chuckled and winked. “That she is.” He turned to Delia.” Honey, this is Gage. His grandparents used to run this place and he’s taking over. He’s desperate for a cook.”
Delia’s smile was wide as she strode to Gage, her hand held out. Her grip was strong and firm.
“It’s like your dad said, I’m desperate for a cook. More specifically, I’m desperate for someone to manage the kitchen and perhaps help me hire some staff for the front here. Your dad said you might be willing to help out. I’ll pay you well if you’re interested.”
Delia angled her head to the side. “Don’t you want to interview me first?”
Gage shrugged. “I trust your dad. I don’t think he’d suggest you if he didn’t think it would work.”
Don chuckled again, shaking his head.
Delia glanced between them. “Well, how about we play it by ear? I was with my mom all the time here. I’m not worried about the cooking part, but I can’t say I’ve run an entire kitchen before, so we’ll have to see how it goes.” Her eyes became hesitant. “Are you going to mind if I bring my son with me sometimes?”
“Of course not. That’s how it was with your mom. She never minded kids around. I wouldn’t want it to be any different now.” Gage couldn’t help but smile. His memories here, those memories he’d clung to for so many years before he discarded them, were of a place he always felt welcome. He wouldn’t want it any other way.
Delia’s return smile was bright. “I think we have a deal. Dad tells me we have a lot to do in the next month to have this place ready to go by Christmas. When do you want me to start?”
“Tomorrow?”
Delia’s eyes widened. “Tomorrow?”
Don clapped Gage on the shoulder. “Hon, I told you Gage would put you to work right away.”
Delia nodded slowly. “Okay. I can probably make that work.”
After a few more minutes discussing some plans, Delia went her way. Don beamed at Gage, his eyes damp. “Thank you,” he said gruffly.
Gage shrugged. “I think I’m supposed to be thanking you for finding me a cook I can trust right off the bat.”
Don shook his head. “It feels good to have this place on its way back. I’ve missed Sandy so much it hurts these last few years, but being here is nothing but good memories. It’ll be pretty nice to have Delia around. Delia’s been at loose ends. Went to college, fell in love, got pregnant and then got dumped. She’s a damn good mom, but it hasn’t been easy on her own. She was all worried about what to do about her little boy Nicholas, so you made her day by saying it’d be okay if he was here sometimes. She won’t bring him everyday, but here and there it’ll be nice for her. She’s been working odd jobs, but hasn’t found anything that works out great for her. I think this might be a good thing. That’s why I’m thanking you.”
Gage’s chest tightened. All the years of childhood dreams of being back at the ski lodge had been so vague. He’d never considered how much this place meant to some of the people who worked here, or to the locals in Diamond Creek. As a man who’d led a private, structured life and learned the painful lessons grief had to offer, he’d responded by compartmentalizing his life, rarely allowing anyone new into his personal circle. Marley had slipped through the cracks of his heart in her own way. Don and now Delia touched another corner of his heart. He knew he was lucky to have her and Don and was happy to give her the chance to work at the lodge.
He took a breath, met Don’s eyes and nodded. “Well, I guess we’re even then. I’m glad it feels good on your end, but I can’t tell you how glad I am you offered to come back. I don’t know if I could pull this off without your help. Before I got here, I had high hopes, but I hadn’t really thought through the logistics of it. Pretty damn sure I might have crashed and burned if you hadn’t come along.”
Don held his gaze and nodded slowly. “Glad to be here.” He looked out the window. The sun was already sliding down behind the mountains even though it was only four in the afternoon. The days were shortening rapidly with winter solstice roughly a month away. Don looked back toward him. “I’ve gotta head back up to grab my tools before it gets dark. I’ll catch you in the morning, okay?”
After Don left, Gage returned to the office and tidied the mess he’d created. He sat at his desk and quickly checked his email. Out of curiosity, he took a look at the lodge website. Marley had done a beautiful job. Gage couldn’t quite believe it, but seeing the website made his dream feel real. He clicked on the blog page and his heart clenched. Marley had taken photos of his different projects with cute captions. She’d thrown in some wildlife photos—a moose nibbling on alder by the lodge, a raven flying across one of the trails, and an eagle sitting on the signpost. Her updates were light, breezy and inviting. He noticed she’d posted an update this morning announcing they were already almost fully booked for the week after Christmas. His heart squeezed, and he lost his breath for a moment.
His discarded childhood dream was coming true. Marley’s involvement only made it sweeter, and he didn’t quite know what to do with the feeling. He took another slow breath. His phone beeped, indicating a text had arrived. He glanced down to see Marley had replied to his earlier text.
Okay. What time?
His heart clenched, this time for a different reason. He hated that it was important for her to know what time, so she wouldn’t be startled by his arrival. It seemed trivial, but it wasn’t. After what had happened, the last thing she needed was anyone showing up unannounced. He was frustrated with himself for not thinking about that last night when he went over there. The anger he’d been trying to keep at bay flashed through him. He needed answers and fast on who was sending her those damn emails and who was behind the robbery. He knew he couldn’t erase what happened for her, but he wanted her to have closure. That meant finding answers.
He glanced at his phone and typed his reply.
How about six? Can I take you out to dinner?
After long moments of staring at his phone with no reply from her yet, Gage stood and went to grab the tools he’d left in another wing. He’d methodically made his way through the lodge handling the minor interior repairs. All that was left was for him to hire a cleaning crew and then deal with the new furniture. It had already arrived, and he’d stored it in the basement until the place was cleaned.
When he returned to his office, his phone lit up with her reply.
Six works. I’m meeting Ginger at Sally’s. How about I meet you there? You’re welcome to join us.
He grinned. Any chance to see Marley made him feel like a teenage boy again. Tech savvy though she was, Marley didn’t engage in the banter so many others did with texting. She was short and to the point. He liked it because it was like her—without artifice. If dinner with Marley meant Ginger would be there, Gage would go along though he selfishly wanted her for himself.
    
Marley took a look around Sally’s as she walked in. It was just as she recalled. Sally’s was a hopping local hangout—a restaurant that served basic pub fare and a bar that kept busy year round with music acts booked through every season. It was in a renovated barn with the place divided into the bar and restaurant sections. The old hayloft held overflow seating for the restaurant. She scanned the restaurant and spied Ginger sitting at a booth. She quickly made her way over and slid into the booth.
Ginger looked up from the menu and squealed. “Marley girl!”
Marley rolled her eyes and grinned. “How’s it going?”
Ginger shrugged. “Nothing new except I’m gonna be giddy for months that you’re finally home for good. You’ll just have to put up with it.”
Marley’s chest tightened. It felt so good to be home, she couldn’t quite believe it. “It’s not hard to put up with. Safe to say, I’m just as happy as you are,” she said with a grin.
A waitress arrived and took their drink order. Ginger brushed her dark hair away from her face and tucked it behind her ears. “So, what’s new with Gage?”
Marley felt the flush on her face. Ginger’s eyes widened. “Well then. No details needed. If you’re blushing like that, then I know how last night went.”
“Oh my God! How do you know something happened last night?”
“Because I left with you. So, something happened between then and now or you wouldn’t be blushing.”
Marley considered last night—another night when she lost herself in the wild heat that engulfed her whenever she was with Gage. She almost couldn’t believe she was the same woman who’d fallen apart in his arms last night. Heat streaked through her. She shifted uncomfortably. Amazing as it was, her complete lack of control with Gage chafed at her. She was trying to get her life back under control, not lose herself in a man. The second her mind questioned it, her body remembered the feel of his rough hands on her, and she felt a ping of longing in her center.
Marley distracted herself by grabbing the menu and flipping through it. “Last night was great,” she mumbled. “He’s also meeting us here.”
Ginger squealed again. People at nearby tables turned in their direction. “Ginger,” Marley hissed. “Do you mind? It’s enough that I’m talking to you about him, you don’t need to make a scene. He’ll be here any minute, so how about not embarrassing the hell out of me?”
Ginger sat back with a humph. “Okay, okay. I’m excited for you. You deserve something good, and he’s good,” she said, dragging the last word out.
Marley fought her blush and gave up with a giggle. “He’s definitely good.” Which was part of her problem. Gage was so good, he was knocking past her guard and she didn’t know what to do about it. He was so out of the stratosphere when it came to sexy, he blew her mind with just a touch.
Ginger’s eyes sobered, and she reached over to squeeze Marley’s hand. “I can’t help but tease, and I’m happy for you.”
“Don’t get too excited. I’m not really sure where things are going.”
Ginger released her hand and leaned back when the waitress arrived with water and a bottle of the house red wine. Ginger waved the waitress off when she started to pour, deftly taking the bottle from her and filling both of their glasses. After a quick toast, Ginger angled her head to the side, eying Marley thoughtfully.
“What?” Marley asked.
“Just thinking maybe you should give yourself a chance to think something good might come of this thing with Gage.”
Hope flashed in Marley’s heart. She hadn’t planned on any of this, but it was impossible for her not to want more with Gage. She immediately tried to quell the feeling. The last thing she needed to do was pin her hopes on something that couldn’t go anywhere.
“I didn’t say it wouldn’t, just that I’m not sure where things are going.”
“I know, but that’s an easy way to keep him at a distance. I think he really likes you.”
Marley flushed because it was hard to comprehend a man like Gage would really like her. He was the kind of man many a woman would fantasize about—a body honed to perfection, the military sexy vibe he gave off, and so good in bed, he nearly set her on fire. She’d never been known to turn heads and definitely lacked experience. When she was skin to skin with Gage, her doubts didn’t crowd her mind, but outside those moments, she wasn’t quite sure what to think. She had no idea what he considered them to be. It was obvious he had eons more experience than her, so for all she knew, he figured they were having a good time and when it was over, it would be over. She didn’t know if she wanted it to be something else, but she wanted to feel more in control.
Ginger’s voice broke into her thoughts. “I know I can’t talk you into it, but you’ve spent most of your adult life oblivious to the guys checking you out. You were too damn busy with your work to pay attention. How about you practice making your brain shut up and just go with it?”
Marley took a sip of wine and leaned back, working to keep her expression calm. Trying to “just go with it” with Gage scared the hell out of her. He pushed her so far past her comfort zone, she lost control in ways she never had before at a time in her life when what she wanted was to feel like she had control again. Complicating matters was the fact that after she climbed peaks of passion she’d never even contemplated, the way he held her made her feel safe and secure—made her want to give herself over and let him take care of her. When she knew she needed to take care of herself. No one else could do that for her. She took another gulp of wine and met Ginger’s eyes. “I’ll work on it.”
As Marley looked over at Ginger, Ginger’s grin widened. Marley’s back was to the door, so she jumped when she felt a warm hand curl around her shoulder. Turning to glance up, her eyes collided with Gage’s. His lightning eyes darkened the moment they met hers. Without a word, he leaned down and took her lips in a swift kiss, his tongue stroking deeply inside. In what couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, he left her flustered when he pulled away. If she doubted her control with him, all it took was one kiss and she forgot where she was. The undertow of passion was so strong between them, she felt powerless to resist it…and part of her didn’t want to resist.
He turned to Ginger. “Hey Ginger, nice to see you again,” he said smoothly as he slid onto the seat beside Marley.
Dazed, she wiggled over so he had room beside her. His leg rested against hers, the warm heat curling through her.
Ginger smiled brightly at Gage. “Nice to see you too! What’s new at the lodge today?”
“Almost done on the inside. Don tells me he’ll have the lifts running by next week. I also hired his daughter Delia to cook. I’m hoping to persuade her to help manage the front, but she says she wants to see how it goes first.”
“Delia will be perfect. She was there all the time with her mom. Have you seen her since you’ve been home?” Ginger asked, directing her question to Marley.
“I ran into her at the store, but we barely had a chance to talk. I was with my mom, and she had her son with her.” Marley glanced to Gage. “I’m so glad Don sent her your way. She worked with her mom when she got older, so she knows her way around the kitchen there. I bet she’ll do great managing the front too.”
Just looking at Gage flushed her again, so Marley took another quick sip of wine. The conversation moved on with Ginger offering suggestions for who to hire for cleaning and reception. As they talked, Gage rested his arm across the back of the booth, his thumb idly caressing her neck and driving her to distraction in the process. With the slightest touch, he turned her into a puddle. The current between them snapped and crackled. She lost track of the conversation though she managed to nod and make enough vague comments for Gage and Ginger to carry on.
Ginger’s sharp question jolted her. “How come you didn’t mention the emails to me?”
Marley swung her eyes over to Ginger and then to Gage. “I thought you’d have mentioned it to her,” Gage said, holding her eyes, his gaze clear. When she didn’t reply, he arched a brow in question.
Though she hadn’t been purposefully withholding anything from Ginger, she felt bad she hadn’t mentioned it. Gage’s concern made her feel protected, which felt so good she didn’t know what to do. On the heels of that came her confusion about how to rein in the feeling he elicited—the wish to simply let him take care of her.
Marley focused on Ginger again. “It’s only been two emails. The second one showed up last night after you left. I didn’t want to make something out of nothing.” Thinking about the emails sent a curl of discomfort up her spine. She took another sip of wine. Gage’s thumb kept stroking softly across the base of her neck.
Ginger chewed her lip. “What the hell? Are you worried they’re connected to the robbery?”
Marley shrugged. “I don’t know. They don’t make any sense. Aside from my own stuff, I had nothing to do with human resources. I definitely never had any data from them for my work there.”
“I’ve got a friend who works in private security in Seattle. He’s going to trace the source of the emails and follow up with the police in Seattle,” Gage interjected.
“Are you sure that’s necessary? I mean, what if it’s nothing?” Even though Gage had asked her about doing this, whenever she considered it, she wondered if she was overreacting.
“If it’s nothing, then it won’t matter,” Gage said flatly. His thumb ceased its soft strokes as his hand tightened on her shoulder. “I’m not going to sit by while you wonder who’s sending those. We’re also not going to let the police sleep on the investigation of the robbery.”
“I’m sure they’re doing everything they can. I don’t want you to think you have to do this…” The part of her that savored his protectiveness bumped up against the part of her that wanted to pull the pieces of her life together on her own.
Ginger cut her off and turned to Gage, her expression somber. “Thank you for checking on this.” She paused and looked at Marley. “You haven’t heard from the police in weeks. Even if they mean well, they’re busy and you moved away. The squeaky wheel gets the grease. If Gage has someone down there to follow up on things, maybe they’ll keep digging and figure out who the hell did what they did to you. It’s not okay for you to go through that and have the investigation just peter out. Gage is right, if the email thing is nothing, it won’t matter what his friend finds.” Ginger turned to Gage again and nodded firmly. “It means a lot to me that you’re taking care of this and her. Marley’ll be pissed at me for saying this, but sometimes she takes independence a little too far and never asks for help.”
Marley lobbed a napkin at Ginger, but didn’t have it in her to argue the point. She’d been steadily sipping her wine and had quite the buzz going. Gage glanced at her, his eyes assessing. Turning back to Ginger, he simply nodded. Their food arrived and conversation moved on. Marley couldn’t think too much about the emails or the robbery because it rattled her too much. Gage’s involvement unsettled her because she felt vulnerable enough as it was. But she also felt a sense of relief. He’d so easily stepped in and lifted the weight off of her, she didn’t quite know what to make of it. She didn’t want to get too comfortable in whatever it was between them, but it felt so good, she couldn’t seem to think clearly.
Before she knew it, Gage was standing and tugging on her hand. Ginger chuckled. “You’re driving her home, right?”
Marley started to protest, but Gage shook his head. “You’re not driving. I’d bet this dinner was the first thing you had to eat all day. That wine hit you hard.”
He was entirely right, but she didn’t want to admit it. After he’d left this morning, she’d had coffee and buried herself in working on a few apps she had in development. She tended to lose track of time when she was working like that. If it hadn’t been for Ginger’s call about dinner, she’d likely still be working.
She met Gage’s eyes and the heat that lay banked inside whenever he was near sparked and flickered. She forced herself to focus. “Fine. I might have had a tad too much wine.”
Gage gave her another tug, and she slid out of the booth. When she stood, her legs felt rubbery, and she was thankful for his strong arm clamping around her waist. Ginger stepped to her side and dropped a quick kiss on her cheek. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow if you need a ride into town to pick up your car.” With a smile and a wave, she was off.
Marley stood at Gage’s side, savoring the delicious feel of his muscled body against hers. Gage tilted her chin up. “Ready?”
When she nodded, he reached past her to snag her purse and began walking. Marley realized how hard the wine had hit her as she realized she’d likely have lost her balance without his strong grip on her. The cold air hit her forcefully when they stepped outside. The wind kicked up and blew her hair in a swirl. She shivered as they made their way across the parking lot. When they reached his truck, she glanced up. He looked down just as she looked his way. In a flash, electricity crackled between them. Gage turned, sheltering her between his body and the truck. He took a breath, and she felt his heartbeat against her breasts. He held her gaze in the dark.
Gage brought his lips to hers, the heat of his kiss a brand. Desire thundered through her. The icy air around them was such a contrast to the heat between them, she thought she might melt. He delved deeply, his tongue tangling with hers, before he pulled back swiftly. Their breath misted in the air. He ran his hands up and down her arms. “It’s freezing. Let’s get you home,” he said gruffly.
They drove home through the dark night, snow starting to fall, illuminated in the path of his headlights. Gage hooked his arm around her waist when they walked inside and efficiently started a fire in the woodstove before carrying her upstairs. Marley drifted into sleep, snug against his side. The moon hung low over the mountains, leaving a shimmering path on the water below.



CHAPTER 12
“O kay, what’s the status on those emails?” Gage asked. He stepped around a furniture dolly in the hallway as he walked toward the office. Aidan had called him while he was in the middle of directing a crew of movers to move out the old furniture and relocate the new furniture. After Gage had attempted to persuade Don he could handle all of the moving himself, Don had simply handed him the number of a local moving company.
“I thought Navy SEALs were supposed to be smart,” Don had commented.
“We like to take care of things ourselves.” It chafed at Gage to pay for something as simple as lugging furniture around. He figured his relentless physical conditioning might as well come in handy where it could, so he stubbornly ignored Don and set out to move everything himself.
“You’ve got the funds to pay someone, don’t wear yourself out moving furniture.” At that, Don had walked away.
After a few hours of trudging up and down stairs by himself, Gage realized Don was smarter than he was and promptly hired someone else to do it. The last week had flown by. Delia’s initial hesitance to manage the front had dissolved under the face of how much work needed to be done. She’d promptly hired cleaners and was slowly working her way through applicants for managing the reception area. After quickly discovering Gage was no help with recommendations on the menu, she’d wrangled Marley and Ginger into meeting with her to look over her ideas and offer suggestions.
Thanksgiving was days away, and Gage was due to fly down to Bellingham for one day only. He had too much to do to stay away longer and couldn’t imagine being away from Marley more than that. Which should have given him pause, but he swatted away any hesitation. She’d blushed like mad when her mother stopped by to check out the progress on the lodge and invited Gage to Thanksgiving dinner. Given that Gage was either at Marley’s place or she was here every day, he had enough sense to know her family would be wondering what Marley meant to him. Her mother had nodded approvingly when he’d explained he needed to see his family then since he’d be at the lodge for Christmas. He considered inviting Marley to come with him, but he sensed it was more important for her to be with her family after everything she’d been through this year.
He finally reached the office and swung the door shut behind him. “Sorry man, I missed half of what you said. I’ve got guys moving furniture here. I’m finally in my office.”
Aidan chuckled. “No worry. I heard the racket and was talking to my receptionist here.”
“So, those emails?”
“Right. When you asked me about it, I figured we might end up in a dead end. Most companies often have one internet service provider address. If anyone sent it within the company, we’d have a hard time sorting out who it was. In this case, we got lucky. The guy sent it right from his house…”
Gage cut in, anger bolting through him. “Who the hell sent it?”
“If you hadn’t interrupted me, I was getting to that. Kent Walker rents the apartment where we traced the ISP address. He works at the same company Marley did. We’re working on it on this end to see what else we can find on him.”
Gage swore and sat down abruptly. He almost broke the phone in his hand and had to consciously ease his grip. “I’m coming down there. Let me…”
“My turn to interrupt. Hold your horses, man. Don’t come down here until we have some more info. If you show up and blaze your way in to haul off and punch this guy, we may never figure out what’s behind his emails. You’re too emotionally involved. Let me do my job. I’ll keep you up to date. Once we’re ready to move, then you can come down here and be all badass.”
Gage’s chest was tight, anger pulsing through him. He forced himself to breath slowly. He knew Aidan was being logical, but it didn’t make it any easier. “I’m not too emotionally involved.”
Aidan barked a laugh. “No offense, but hell yes you are! I don’t know Marley, but that woman has your number. You were one of the coolest, calmest guys on our team. You never did anything that didn’t make sense even when it was damn near impossible to stay sane. You know damn well it would be stupid to show up on this guy’s doorstep until we have time to figure out what’s behind it. We don’t even know if he had anything to do with the robbery, but I’d bet money you’ve already decided he did. Sit tight and wait.”
Gage heard Aidan’s words and knew they were rational, but the cool, calm part of himself Aidan was referring to—that part was not running the show when it came to Marley. The thin thread of control he had was due solely to his years of training and work as a SEAL. By virtue of habit, he’d trained impulsiveness out of his system. It took all he had not to throw his phone at the wall and ignore everything Aidan just said.
“Fuck you.”
Gage could imagine Aidan’s wry smile when he replied. “Whatever, man. Let me be your friend. Don’t be stupid. You’ve got plenty to work on at the ski lodge. Focus on that, and I’ll call you as soon as I have more news.”
“Fine. Don’t sit on this though.”
“It’s at the top of my priorities. I’ll call you soon,” Aidan said before ending the call.
Gage sat there, staring blindly at the floor, as he tried to process what he felt. He didn’t like waiting on this. His mind volleyed through an internal debate. He wanted to be driving this. Yeah and if you weren’t in so deep with Marley, you’d be running this exactly how Aidan is. He’s waiting to make a move until the timing is right. You can’t see straight because all you can think of is Marley. Her green eyes flashed in his mind, and he took a gulp of air. His jaw clenched and unclenched. He stood and strode out of the office. He needed to be outside where the bracing air took his focus somewhere else.
    
Marley’s breath misted in the cold air as she walked along the worn trail that ran from her cabin to her parents’ house. Snow crunched under her boots and occasionally fell in soft swirls when the wind blew through the trees. The trees opened onto the field beside her parents’ home. Lacey stood on the deck.
“Hey Lacey!” Marley called as she began jogging to the house.
Lacey whirled around and squealed. She met Marley with a hug at the stairs.
“Hey sis! I caught the last flight out yesterday. How’s it going?” Lacey hooked her arm through Marley’s and pulled her along to the door.
Marley glanced at her sister, her chest tightening. Though she’d visited regularly in her years away, she hadn’t realized how good it would feel to be home once and for all. Lacey’s cheeks were bright from the cold. Her chestnut hair was pulled into a loose ponytail. Lacey kept her grip on Marley all the way into the kitchen where she sat down at the kitchen table with flourish. The kitchen was scented with the familiar scents of Thanksgiving and warm from the heat of the oven.
Bemused, Marley sat down across from her. Lacey grinned. “Well?”
“Well, what?”
“How’s it going?” Lacey repeated.
“Pretty good.”
Lacey stood and stepped to the counter. “Want some hot cider?”
“Sure. Where’s Mom and Dad?”
“Mom is upstairs changing and Dad went down to pick up Don, Delia and her son. Don’s truck battery froze up this morning, so Dad went to get them.”
Marley nodded and took the steaming mug of hot cider Lacey carried over to her. Lacey slipped back into the chair across from her. “So, Mom says you’re seeing Gage,” she commented with a sly grin.
Marley fought the flush that crept up her neck, but it was useless. She shook her head. “Should’ve known Mom would tell you. She keeps dropping hints about how wonderful he is.”
“She hardly knows anything! Oh my God, Marley! You finally have major news on the man front, and you act like nothing’s happening.”
Marley bit her lip to keep from laughing, but a laugh bubbled out anyway. “I’m not trying to hide anything, I just don’t know where things might be going.”
Lacey brushed a loose lock of hair out of her eyes. “So, what’s the status with him?”
Marley chewed her lip and considered Lacey’s question. The fact that she had to think about it made her uncomfortable. She toyed with the edge of a placemat and distracted herself with a sip of hot cider. Gage had been at her cabin every night straight for the last week. The nights were a blur of passion mingled with a deep comfort. It was as if she’d known Gage for far, far longer than she had. She’d come to crave the way she felt with him—alive, passionate, and deeply connected. All of this combined with the fact that he happened to be the sexiest, most beautiful man she’d ever laid eyes on resulted in her being in a befuddled daze about him when she tried to think about what they were to each other. She couldn’t quite believe a man like him could want a woman like her. And yet, his body made his attraction blatantly obvious.
They didn’t talk about what was happening between them. Marley’s years of barely dating had been partly due to her relentless focus on work and partly due to the fact that she’d never been quite comfortable with the flirty banter that seemed to go along with making herself attractive to men. If she hadn’t gotten to know Gage and seen his kindness in action, she’d have pegged him as cool and reserved. He was anything but. Yet, he didn’t spell things out. He let his actions speak for themselves in every way. One of the things she loved about programming and coding was its simplicity. Once she found the path she wanted, she knew how to follow it and didn’t have to wonder about the intentions of others. In relationships, it was all about wonder and wondering. She stumbled from sheer amazement about what happened between them to questions and confusion about what it all meant. To Lacey’s question, she didn’t quite have an answer. She didn’t know if Gage considered what was happening between them serious or not. While for her, it was the deepest she’d ever gone in any relationship. She was in so far over her head, she couldn’t see where to look next.
Marley took another sip of cider and met Lacey’s eyes. “That’s the thing. I’m not sure what our status is.”
The teasing gleam faded from Lacey’s eyes. “Hmm. Well, how often do you see him?”
“Every night and most days.”
“Well, if that’s the case, he’d better be taking this seriously. He’s not some playboy, is he?”
Marley shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m just…not used to dating, or whatever you want to call this.”
“Mom seems to think he’s pretty awesome,” Lacey said with a soft smile.
Marley chuckled. “Oh you don’t need to tell me that. Ever since she stopped by the lodge to meet him, she can’t stop asking about him every time we talk. I thought she was going to fall over when I told her I was seeing him.”
Lacey giggled. “Let her be happy for you,” she said, her eyes sobering again. “When can I meet him? I want to make sure he’s a good guy. You don’t need someone who’s just having a little fun.”
“He’s flown down to Bellingham for Thanksgiving. He’ll be back tomorrow afternoon. Maybe you can stop by the lodge soon. It’s pretty busy up there these days.”
The kitchen door opened, a gust of icy air breezing through as their father, Stan, stepped through the door with Don, Delia and Nicholas right behind him. Marley stood to give her father a hug.
“Hey girl,” Stan said, squeezing her shoulder briefly before stepping away. He kicked off his boots by the door and took coats from the others.
Their mother, Holly, came downstairs into the fray and immediately got to work in the kitchen. Don sat down beside Marley and patted her shoulder.
“Good to have you home,” he said softly, his voice almost drowned out by Nicholas who burst into shrieks and giggles when Stan swung him around in the air. Delia had immediately joined Holly in the kitchen, checking on the turkey and getting serving platters ready. Lacey stood up from the table and refilled her cider.
Marley met Don’s eyes with a soft smile. “Good to be here. I’m glad you suggested Delia work up at the lodge. She’s doing a great job, and it seems like she likes it.”
Don nodded, his return smile wide. “I thought it might work out. She’s been struggling with odd jobs. I’m glad Gage was willing to give her a chance.”
Marley’s heart tightened. Though Gage perhaps didn’t know how much it meant to Don to have Last Frontier Lodge opening again and for Delia to be able to work in the place where she practically grew up, Gage’s easy willingness to include them in the process meant so much for them. Gage was just…good. And it terrified her.
She forced herself off her cyclical worrying and replied to Don. “It’s mutually beneficial. It’s good work for Delia, and Gage doesn’t know the first thing about running a kitchen like that. We could hardly get him to even look at the menus.”
Don chuckled. “I thought it would be good for both of them.” He paused, his eyes assessing her. “Gage is a good man. I’m glad he found you.”
Marley wasn’t sure she could have blushed much harder than she did. She didn’t know what Gage had said to Don. Questions filled her mind, wondering if Don had some idea of what she meant to Gage. She was too abashed to ask. Before she could reply, Don patted her on the shoulder again. “Don’t go worrying he said something to me, but I’ve been there, done that. All I have to do is see you two together, and it’s plain as day. He’s got it bad for you, darling, and it seems to be a two-way street. If you ask me, you two are great together. Don’t let a good thing pass you by.”
She started to shake her head, and Don grinned. “Not saying you were, hon. I don’t hand out advice unless I think it’s worth it. All I’m saying is Gage is worth it. He’s on the quiet side though, so don’t let that get in your way.”
Still blushing madly, Marley took a quick sip of cider and nodded. She was stunned at Don’s easy observation. Was it that obvious? That simple? In her mind and heart, she was tied up in knots. The only time she wasn’t obsessing over how she felt and what it all meant was when she was twined bare with Gage—living and breathing in the incandescence of the sparks flying between them.
Don chuckled and changed the subject, moving on to ask her how many reservations they had for the lodge so far. She’d mentioned it to Gage a few times, but he didn’t seem to be grasping that they were heading into a pretty busy few weeks. She glanced to Don again. “It’s looking busy. I know you can handle it, but I’m not so sure Gage is ready for the madness.”
Don nodded and shrugged. “I’ve got things almost ready to roll outside, and Delia will have things lined up inside. Gage just needs to keep doing what he’s doing. He’s damn handy around the place. He’ll be fine.”
Marley grinned. “I know he will, but when I tell him we’re almost booked up, all he does is nod.”
“And get back to work,” Don added. “He’s a damn hard worker. He wanted to make this happen, and I think he will. Far as I’m concerned, Last Frontier Lodge opening up again is a damn good thing for Diamond Creek. It’s personal for me, but it’s gonna be a blast.”
Lacey stepped back to the table, resting her hip on the edge. “I can’t wait to blow down the slopes there again.”
Marley glanced up at her. “You ski all the time. It’s not like you’ve been missing out.”
“Last Frontier Lodge is where we learned to ski. It’s fun no matter where I go, but this’ll be like old times.”
Don’s eyes teared up, and he stood to hug Lacey. Marley knew he’d been at loose ends to a degree since Sandy died, but Gage offering him his old job back had returned the glint to his eyes. Which made her heart clench. Gage just went about doing things that made her like him in too many ways. She batted the thought away and stood up.
The next few hours passed in a warm, familiar blur. Thanksgiving dinner was an easygoing affair in her family. Don’s family had joined them off and on over the years, along with various other friends. Though they did actually sit down together at the table, the aftermath was a sprawl in the living room with a mix of sports on television, board games, and more.
Hours later, Marley walked back to her cabin with the moonlight glittering on the snow and falling in silvery shafts through the trees. She let herself inside and locked the door. It was her first night without Gage in a week, and it felt strange. She couldn’t quite wrap her brain around the reality that after years of sleeping alone, a mere week with Gage and she missed his presence. He’d texted her earlier and left a message. During a brief call when it was clear he was surrounded by family based on the hum of voices in the background, her heart thrilled at his gravelly voice.
“I’ll let you go. I just wanted to say good night,” Marley said.
“Sorry about all the noise. My family’s kind of loud.”
She smiled, trying to imagine Gage, with his tendency to be reserved and quiet, in the middle of a raucous family. “It’s okay. I’ll see you when you get back tomorrow.”
“Marley?”
“Yeah?”
There was a long pause. Gage cleared his throat. “It’s just one night, but I miss you.”
Marley’s heart squeezed and joy spread its wings inside. “Me too.”
She sat with her phone in hand for many long moments after that and fell asleep with his words endlessly repeating in her brain.



CHAPTER 13
T  he following morning, Marley stood at her windows, savoring the view. An eagle called nearby. As she looked around to find it, the eagle lifted from its perch on a cottonwood tree, its wings spreading wide as it flew across the field behind her cabin. She tracked the eagle’s progress until it disappeared behind the trees, its shadow dark on the snow beneath it. The coffee maker beeped, and she strode into the kitchen. She stirred a dash of cream into her coffee and carried it over to her desk. She checked the fire in the woodstove and added a few logs before sitting down to get to work.
Gage was due back early this afternoon, and she wanted to have her time free. She was picking him up at the airport in Homer. She paused to look out the window. She’d set her desk up so it faced the view. The morning sun was filtered through the haze from a foggy, cold morning. Shafts broke through and fell on the bay. The water was calm this morning. A raven called with magpies chattering in response. A stellar jay squawked and landed on the railing outside the window, it’s blue and black coloring bright in the foggy, gray morning.
She took a breath and opened her laptop. She quickly got to work checking on the reservations for the lodge and then moving on to work on other projects. Her email beeped. When she pulled it up, another email from the unknown person in human resources sat there. It looked so innocuous, but her chest tightened and anxiety swirled in her belly. This email was still vague, again asking about the flash drive and reminding her she was obligated to return all company property. The only addition was a specific warning that she was required to respond.
She immediately closed her laptop and pushed her chair back. She grabbed her mug of coffee and took a sip. The warmth anchored her, but she’d lost focus and knew trying to work would be a waste of time. The temptation to read and re-read the latest email would tug at her every second she was on the computer. She looked around for her phone. Spying it on the kitchen counter, she stood and snatched it up, immediately calling Ginger.
A while later, she walked into Misty Mountain Café. She perused the chalkboard specials while she waited in line. Once she had a coffee and sandwich, she snagged a table in the corner. The café was bustling with a low hum of conversation and music. Ginger entered moments later and joined her.
“Hey you!” Ginger exclaimed, giving Marley a quick hug before sitting down. She pushed her hood back and smoothed her glossy brown hair. “It’s freezing out! I wasn’t ready for winter yet.”
“Technically, it’s not winter for another few weeks.”
Ginger rolled her eyes. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s winter even if winter solstice hasn’t happened yet. It’s been below freezing every day all week and there’s snow on the ground.”
Marley chuckled. “I know. I’m loving it, actually. Seattle weather was rainy all winter and never got cold enough for me to appreciate the contrast when it was warmer.”
Ginger tilted her head. “Okay, whatever works. I like winter, but that doesn’t mean I won’t complain about the cold. Having Last Frontier Lodge open again will make winter so much more fun around here. Any word on the official opening date?”
Marley shook her head. “Not a precise date. I set the booking dates to start the day after Christmas. I suggested to Gage that he maybe have a local opening day before the hotel has guests, but he hasn’t confirmed anything yet. Don told me to stop worrying about it.”
Ginger giggled. “You’re a world class worrier. Speaking of that, you mentioned you had another email. Have you talked to Gage about it?”
“It just showed up this morning, and he’s flying back to Alaska as we speak. I’m not sure what he can do about it. I think maybe I’m making more of it than I should. Maybe I should just reply and tell them I don’t know what the hell they’re talking about.”
Ginger shook her head forcefully, her hair swinging. “No, you shouldn’t. Gage said he asked his friend to look into them, so wait and see. When will he be back?”
“This afternoon. I’m picking him up at the airport in Homer.”
Ginger arched a brow, her blue eyes taking on a gleam. “So we’re at the ‘picking up from the airport’ stage then?”
“That’s a stage?”
Marley felt so out of her depth with relationships in general, and more so with Gage. Her last relationship that comprised more than a few dates was in college and wasn’t particularly memorable.
Ginger’s eyes sobered. “I’m teasing, Marley. I can tell just by looking at you, you’re overthinking this thing with Gage. He’s a good guy, and he really likes you. How about you try to enjoy what’s happening?”
“Easy for you to say,” Marley retorted.
Ginger set her coffee down. “No, it’s not easy for me to say. While you’ve been busy with work, I married my college sweetheart and watched it fall apart. It was awful, and I never want to repeat the experience. But I’m not going to give up just because I’m scared to death. I’m the first person to be skeptical of a good thing, but I think Gage is a good guy, and he happens to like you. He can hardly keep his eyes off of you. I can’t say I know what will happen, but I don’t think he’s planning to screw you over.”
Marley reached over and squeezed Ginger’s hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound dismissive. I know it was a nightmare when things blew up with Tony.”
Ginger shook her head. “I know you do. I wasn’t bringing that up to make you feel bad, just to say that I get it. Letting go and trying to trust someone else can be terrifying, so I completely understand why it might be hard for you. But I don’t want you to get so worked up you don’t even give yourself a chance.”
Marley nodded. “I’m out of practice with dating, if that’s what we’re doing. It’s even worse because Gage is some fantasy guy. I mean, he’s sexy as hell, he’s nice, and he used to be a Navy SEAL! I’m just a nerdy girl.”
“I’ll give it to you that Gage is some kind of something, but you act like you’re not a catch. You’re gorgeous and smart as hell. You’ve kept your nose buried so deep in books and computers, you’ve never bothered to notice you could have had your pick of guys.”
Marley flushed. “Okay, whatever you say. Meanwhile, I’ll try to stop worrying. It would be much easier if these emails didn’t randomly show up out of nowhere.”
“That’s why you’re going to wait and see what Gage’s friend has to say,” Ginger said firmly. “Have you talked to your parents about it?”
Marley shook her head. “No! I don’t want them to worry.”
Ginger nodded. “Okay, but I hope you’re going to talk to them if this keeps up.”
“I’m hoping we can figure out who’s sending them and sort it out first. They’ll be beside themselves. They finally stopped calling me every day.”
Marley was frustrated with the emergence of these emails, which had her worried and didn’t make sense. Whenever she tried to convince herself they were nothing, her gut would blare loudly. Her parents had been so worried after the robbery. They’d had flown to Seattle and stayed with her for a week and only stopped with daily calls after she moved back to Diamond Creek. She understood why they’d hovered so, but it made her feel helpless and vulnerable.
Ginger met her gaze and nodded. “Got it. I’m just glad you let me know.”
Conversation moved on to lighter matters. By the time Marley left the café, snow was floating from the sky, and she had just enough time to get to Homer to meet Gage’s flight. It didn’t appear it would amount to much, but she was glad Gage would be in before nightfall. As she drove south toward Homer, she took in the familiar view. The Sterling Highway hugged the coastline of the Kenai Peninsula, which offered vista upon vista of stunning views. The mountains across Kachemak Bay stood tall and snowy against the sky. The green of the spruce forest was bright in the gray, snowy afternoon. As she drove past a clearing among the trees, she saw a pair of moose nibbling on alder. She stopped to watch them. She’d missed seeing wildlife while she lived away from Alaska. Moose here were a common sight, gangly and elegant at once. The pair turned to look at her car when she pulled over. Snow fell softly upon them as they looked away and continued eating.
When she pulled up at the airport in Homer, the plane she presumed to be Gage’s was landing. She parked and quickly walked into the small airport. She watched as Gage walked down the steps of the small plane. Her heart caught in her throat, and her pulse quickened. Even at a distance, he was all man. He moved with efficiency, his broad shoulders filling out his lightweight jacket, his strong arms swinging. Though he was clearly on the move, he paused and held the door for an elderly couple, lifting the bag out of the older man’s hands and carrying it.
His eyes met hers as soon as he stepped inside. It was as if there was a magnetic pull between them. She could barely hold herself back from running to him. He nodded toward the couple beside him, lifting the small bag he carried for them. She walked to meet them, her body vibrating at the thrill of seeing him. For God’s sake, Marley. He was only gone for one night. She ignored her internal talk and leaned up to kiss him.
His lips were chilled from the cool air outside. He tugged her to his side with his free arm. “Hey there.” His gray eyes held hers, flashing like lightning. “Let me carry this outside, and then we can get my bag,” he said, gesturing to the small bag in his hand.
The man turned to him. “You don’t need to do that. I can get it.”
The older couple held on to each other, appearing to need each other’s support to walk. Gage shook his head. “Just tell me where you’re going, and I’ll carry it.”
The woman smiled. “You’re a good boy. We’re calling a cab, so if you’ll walk it over to the waiting area, we’ll be fine.”
Marley followed them over, Gage holding her close every step of the way. After making sure the couple was settled on a bench, Gage turned and glanced around. He quickly pulled her into the short hallway that led to the restrooms.
“Hey…”
He cut her greeting off with a kiss, his lips claiming hers fiercely. He backed her against the wall, leaning one elbow against the wall while his free hand cupped her face. The banked heat that had flickered the moment she saw Gage soared to life, engulfing her in its heat. Her core drew tight and pleasure twirled through her. Their kiss went from hot to searing with Gage’s tongue sweeping inside her mouth. He stroked his thumb down her neck, dusting over her pulse. She was instantly wet, desperate for more. She gasped in his mouth, frantically sliding her hands inside his jacket. He shifted his weight, his knee sliding between her thighs. Pleasure spiked when his knee brushed against her. She lost sense of where they were. All she knew was Gage was here with her again, and she couldn’t get close enough.
Suddenly, he tore his lips away and swore. His breath was ragged, matching hers. She met his eyes, smoky and intent on hers. His palm was curled around her breast, her heart beating rapidly against the heat of his touch. He took a deep breath and stepped back an inch, his hand sliding down to curl around her waist. It felt like a chasm opened between them.
“I just wanted to kiss you, but… We don’t have much privacy here, and I can’t seem to keep my hands to myself when it comes to you.”
The sounds of the airport filtered into her awareness. A flush washed through her. She bit her lip and glanced around. They were blessedly out of sight, but at any second, someone could turn into the hallway. When she met his eyes again, his mouth curled at the corner. “Let’s get my bag and get out of here.”
Gage stepped back, grabbing her hand as he did, and turned to walk toward the small baggage area. After a short wait, they walked out to her car and she started driving back to Diamond Creek. The snow fell lazily, floating past the windows and sliding across the windshield when it landed. Marley felt warm inside and out when Gage reached across the console, his palm curling around her thigh, its heat traveling straight to her heart.
    
Gage relaxed inside for the first time since Marley had dropped him off at the airport yesterday morning. He loved his family and enjoyed Thanksgiving with them, but he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Marley. His thoughts bounced between missing her, wishing she were there with him, and worrying about her. He glanced over, taking in her auburn hair falling loosely around her shoulders, the freckles sprinkled on her nose and cheeks, and her forest green eyes. He’d almost lost control in the airport, ready to tear her clothes off and take her right there. An iron grip on his impulses was a huge part of the reason he’d become a Navy SEAL. Marley made him question his ability to manage his impulses because when it came to her, his control was weak. He forced himself to look away, watching the mountains roll by, and wondered what to do with his feelings. He was a planner, and Marley had come out of nowhere. Disoriented as he was, he couldn’t consider not being around her, so he’d have to figure out how to regain control.



CHAPTER 14
G age walked down one of the halls at the lodge, marveling at how much the place had been transformed with a thorough cleaning and new furnishings. Marley had insisted he formally pick an opening date, so he’d finally selected the day after Christmas as the first day the slopes would be open. As much as he wanted this, the reality of his dream was hurtling toward him so fast he couldn’t quite catch up. Marley had shown him the reservation list, and he’d choked on his coffee. If it weren’t for Marley’s work on the website, Don’s steady and able help, and Delia’s energy and enthusiasm, he’d feel lost.
His phone buzzed. He tugged it out of his pocket. “Gage, here.”
“Hey man,” Aidan replied. “Do you have a minute?”
Gage picked up his pace on the way back to his office. “Yup. What do you have for me?” He passed through the reception area and kitchen, and kicked his office door shut behind him.
“Kent Walker has something to hide. We know that much. What we don’t know is what,” Aidan said.
“He’s the guy behind the emails, right?”
“Yup. Once we traced those emails to him, I set one of my guys to work on monitoring his account. Kent’s an accountant and handles the accounts for the company Marley used to work for, along with a few others. My hunch is that whatever he thinks Marley has doesn’t have anything to do with human resources. I’ve talked to the detective handling the investigation related to the robbery down here, and he took what we had and got a warrant signed off for surveillance on his online activities. We’re cleared to keep monitoring for now. I think it’s time for you to ask Marley how she knew this guy and what she might have accidentally stumbled upon.”
Gage forced himself to take a slow breath. He was doing his damnedest to let Aidan handle this, but being so far away in Alaska chafed at Gage. He was also constantly battling his fury at whoever lay behind the robbery and now this. His gut told him they were connected. His brain reminded him he needed to let Aidan do what he did best. Much as Gage wanted to strong-arm this investigation, he knew it wouldn’t help. But when it came to Marley, reason had to fight to be heard in his brain.
“I don’t want to scare her, but I don’t see any other way to find out how she knew this guy,” Gage said tightly.
“Me neither. Talk to her when you can and let me know what she says.” Aidan paused before continuing. “I’m betting you’re ready to run down here. Don’t,” he said flatly.
Gage gritted his teeth. “Right. I’ll wait, but keep me in the loop.”
“You got it.”
The line went dead in Gage’s ear. He slipped the phone back in his pocket and stared out the window. Spruce trees marched up the hill behind the lodge, flanking the ski slopes. Snow was gradually accumulating. Don predicted they’d have more than enough before Christmas. Gage rested a hand on the window frame and tried to rein in his anger. He wanted answers and fast. He knew he needed to talk to Marley about what Aidan had turned up, but he didn’t want to rattle her. He kept recalling the look in her eyes the night he’d shown up unexpectedly. He turned away from the window, battening down his feelings. He spent the rest of the afternoon immersed in work, dogging Don’s steps as he showed Gage how to run the lifts. An afternoon outside with the icy breeze whipping at him kept his mind occupied and off of the disconcerting feelings Marley brought up.
    
Marley pushed away from her desk and stood up for a stretch. She’d been at work most of the day tweaking the code on an app she’d sent out to a few friends for beta testing. When she’d leapt into the world of software and applications development after college, she’d been willing to try anything. She was damn good at writing code, so she’d bounced through a few jobs before settling at the last place she worked for almost seven years. Among other things, they developed games to help with training for the health field. If someone had asked her if she’d love doing that before she did it, she’d have been doubtful. She’d quickly learned that she became immersed in the task of finding ways to make learning fun and engaging. She’d worried when she left her job that she might struggle to get her footing on her own. While she had a steep learning curve as far as the business end of things, she was already discovering that health companies she’d partnered with before were thrilled to hear from her. She had the benefit of not needing a ton of income to meet her meager expenses, so it looked as if she’d be working for herself steadily with freelance development work within the next few months.
Her phone beeped insistently, and she snagged it off her desk. “Hello.”
“Hi Marley, it’s Kent Walker.”
“Oh, uh, hey Kent. What’s up?”
Kent worked in accounting at the same company she’d worked for in Seattle. He was a step beyond an acquaintance, but they’d never been particularly friendly either. He’d dated a friend of hers from work who used to take care of her apartment whenever she was out of town. Not that there was much to take care of, but she had a few plants that needed watering. Becky had lived in the same apartment building, so she’d volunteered. Marley returned the favor in kind and fed her cats when Becky was out of town. Marley would occasionally encounter Becky and Kent on the elevator in their building. Beyond those brief encounters, Marley barely knew Kent. She didn’t know how he had her number, or why he would be calling. Tension coiled inside.
“I’m following up on a few emails human resources sent to you. No big deal, but you need to get back to them. Thought I’d do you a favor and give you a heads up on it.”
The knot of tension coiled tighter inside. Marley may not have known Kent well, but as far as she knew, his work in accounting had nothing to do with HR. She fought the urge to tell him she didn’t have what they kept asking her about and beat back the questions that welled inside.
“Marley?”
“I’m here. I guess…thanks for the heads up,” she finally said.
Kent cleared his throat in the following pause. “Make sure you get in touch with HR, okay?”
“Sure. Thanks for calling.” Marley ended the call before Kent had a chance to say anything else. She stared at the phone in her hand, as if it would tell her why he’d really called and what he had to do with the mysterious emails. Her heart beat rapidly, and she felt slightly nauseous. She pulled up Becky’s number in her contacts, her index finger hovering over it as she considered whether to call her. She abruptly decided against it. She didn’t even know if Kent and Becky were still on good terms. Their dating had been on and off. She and Becky weren’t close enough for Marley to know much more than the surface details. If she called Becky and started asking questions, that would only tip Kent off. She couldn’t stop wondering what was on those flash drives and why it was so damn important.
With a sigh, she tossed her phone on the kitchen counter and stalked over to the windows. The morning had dawned cold, windy and overcast. The sun had never shown itself. Its hidden light was already fading behind the thick veil of clouds. Restless, Marley grabbed her jacket and tugged her boots on. She started walking and quickly noticed she’d automatically headed along one of the trails that cut through the woods to Last Frontier Lodge. She’d unconsciously sought out Gage. She picked up her pace. The wind came in icy gusts, chilling her through. Once she reached the edge of one of the ski slopes, she stayed by the trees and made her way to the lodge. The light was fading faster than she’d considered.
When she began climbing up the back steps, the outside lights came on and the door swung open. Gage stood inside the door, his hard-muscled form filling the doorway. Her breath caught in her throat. Relief washed over her. She didn’t like to think about it, but she was on edge. She’d finally started to settle a tiny bit after coming home and getting away from the apartment where she’d been robbed and attacked. She’d discovered how fragile her hold on her anxiety had been when the emails started. The call from Kent today had keyed her up even further. The sight of Gage was so good, she almost ran across the deck. His teeth flashed with his smile in the dusky light.
“Thought that was you,” he said as he stood aside and gestured for her to come in.
Marley stepped inside, shivering from the cold. The door Gage opened led into a hallway adjacent to the lodge kitchen, which was bustling with activity. Gage turned to her when he closed the door, his pewter gaze coasting over her face. He wore jeans, hanging low on his hips, and another one of his worn t-shirts that stretched across his sculpted chest. It was ridiculous how sexy he was. His chocolate brown hair was rumpled, as if he’d run his hand through it a few too many times. Marley’s pulse quickened, and her belly fluttered—a semi-permanent state when she was near him.
His eyes darkened a shade, that smoky gaze sending desire sliding through her veins. He reached for her hands, the warmth from his bringing a sigh to her lips.
“You’re freezing,” he said.
“I forgot my gloves when I started walking over here.”
His mouth kicked up in a grin. “You coulda called me. I’d have come to get you.”
“I didn’t really think about it. I just started walking…and ended up here.” When she spoke, she recalled her restlessness and the reason behind it.
Gage’s eyes coasted over her face. “Everything okay?”
She shrugged. “I, uh…”
She paused when something clattered in the kitchen. Gage glanced over his shoulder and back to her. “Come on. Let’s get you where it’s warmer. Delia will insist you have something hot to drink. Then you’re telling me what’s on your mind.”
Marley met his eyes in the dim light in the hallway. He knew her better than she’d like to think. She nodded and let him lead her into the kitchen. Delia had transformed it from the sterile, quiet space it had been into a bustling, lively kitchen. While there were a few weeks left between now and Christmas, Delia had hired a crew and was doing practice runs for the locals on invitation only nights. When Marley had heard this, she’d been impressed. Delia had explained she needed some way to make sure the kitchen staff had enough practice with the menu and were ready for busy nights. Marley’s mother had already attended the first two and could hardly shut up about it.
Delia turned their way when they walked into the kitchen. “Hey Marley! Gage said he thought he saw you walking over. How’s it going?” Delia carefully measured flour and added it to a mixing bowl. “We’re working on the baked goods for the menu,” Delia explained as she gestured for a young woman nearby to pass her some spices. Delia added a few spices to whatever she was working on and wiped her hands on her apron. “Let me get you something. We have tea, hot cider and cocoa. Take your pick.”
After Delia poured Marley a large steaming mug of fresh hot cider, she shooed them out of the kitchen. Gage led the way down an unfamiliar hallway and up a flight of stairs. Marley quickly realized they were entering a living space separated from the rest of the hotel and discovered his grandparents had created a charming private apartment that occupied the upper floor over the kitchen and restaurant. The living area had an open living room and kitchen, which overlooked the ski slopes to one side and offered a view of Kachemak Bay in the corner. Moonlight haloed through the clouds, leaving a smudged streak of light on the bay. The slopes were barely visible in the falling darkness.
Gage gave her a quick tour. Beyond the common area, there was a short hallway with two small bedrooms, a bathroom, and a large master suite with its own private bath. It didn’t appear as if Gage had personalized the space. When he caught her glancing around, he shrugged sheepishly. “I’ve been so busy working on the lodge, I haven’t taken any time to decorate in here. My grandmother must have cleared out all of her personal furniture because it was empty when I got here. What you see is stuff I hauled up here from some of the rooms. My sisters say they’ll be up here over the holidays to help out.”
Marley bit back her grin. “Well, you did say decorating wasn’t your thing. Maybe I can help with that too.”
He nodded with alacrity. “You can do whatever you want. I’d like to make it nicer. I keep thinking I should invite you over here, but as you can see, your place is a little homier.”
Marley giggled, soft warmth suffusing her at the idea of Gage thinking about having her over and worrying what she might think. Anxiety rose behind that feeling because she still didn’t quite know where things were headed with him. It was hard to reconcile the eagerness of her heart and body with her mind’s frequent reminders to take things slow and not overthink what was happening. She took a breath and followed him back down the short hallway to the living room. The couch looked as if it had come from the reception area. She sat down, tucking her feet under her and curling her hands around the warm mug of cider. When she took a sip, she realized she’d need to take it slow. Delia didn’t mess around with her cider and it had quite a kick. Gage had helped himself as well and quickly took a swallow before turning to her, his eyes instantly serious.
“Okay, what made you walk through the woods when it was almost dark?” Gage asked bluntly.
Marley started to shrug when Gage arched a brow and shook his head. She bit her lip and looked away. She didn’t want to feel the way she had since the robbery—anxious, hyper-vigilant, and humming with a thread of unease. She didn’t want to seem helpless and needy with Gage. But dammit, he was too perceptive. She sighed and met his eyes, figuring it would be pointless to avoid telling him about the call because she’d eventually tell him. “A guy from my old job called a little bit ago…”
Gage interjected. “What did he want?” he asked quickly, his eyes sharpening.
“I was getting to that. He said he was giving me a heads up that I needed to get back to HR about the emails. He made it seem like he was trying to do me a favor. I don’t know what he has to do with any of it, or why he’d call. We weren’t really friends. He dated a woman from work who lived in my apartment building. I don’t know what to think.”
As soon as she explained, she felt silly. It was just a phone call.
“What’s his name?”
“Kent Walker.”
Gage’s hand tightened on the armrest. His expression was carefully controlled. “Right. Well, I planned to ask you if you knew him.”
“What?!” The back of her neck prickled. Her unease grew by leaps and bounds. If Gage planned to ask her if she knew Kent, that could only mean he somehow knew who Kent was and had reason to wonder about her connection to him. Which frightened her. “How do you know who Kent is?”
Gage cleared his throat. “My friend in security traced those emails back to him. Aidan followed up with the police working on the investigation for your robbery, and they got a warrant for him to keep monitoring Kent’s emails. He asked me this morning to find out how you knew Kent. We know he worked at the same company as you did. Aidan doesn’t have much more to offer, other than that Kent handles accounting for several businesses.” Gage paused and swore under his breath.
Anxiety knotted in her chest. She didn’t understand why Kent would send those emails and what he wanted. “I don’t understand. I don’t know what he’s doing. I…”
Gage held her gaze, his expression hard to read. “We need to know the extent of your contacts with him. It may not be obvious at first, but break it down for me. How long did you know him, how often did you see him, that kind of thing.”
Marley swallowed through the tight feeling in her chest and throat. “That’s the thing. I didn’t really know him well. Just like you said, he handled accounts. I worked in development. He dated Becky, a woman from work who lived in my apartment building. I’d sometimes see them in the halls or on the elevator. I didn’t even know he had my number.”
Gage nodded slowly. “How close were you and Becky?”
Marley shrugged. “We were friendly, but not too close. I worked almost all the time. One time when she went on vacation, she asked me to check on her cats since we lived in the same building. After that, she’d water my plants whenever I was gone, which wasn’t often really. That’s it.”
“Did she have a key to your apartment?”
“I gave her a spare whenever I went out of town, but she always returned it. I thought about calling her, but now I’m not sure. Kent’s call seemed weird. I got freaked out, and then I thought it was silly. But if he’s the one who sent me those emails…” She paused and took a breath. She thought she’d closed the door on the robbery when she moved home. She wasn’t silly enough to think she would simply forget what happened. But she thought that by finally going home to Diamond Creek, she’d be able to get a grip on the fears that dominated her life in the days and weeks after the robbery, and perhaps she’d manage to sleep through the night again. Those stupid emails sent a prickle of unease through her. She hadn’t wanted to connect them to the robbery, but something felt strange. Kent’s call and learning he’d been the one to send the emails stirred the anxiety she’d kept at bay for the last few months.
She’d finally slept all the way through the night a few times when Gage was with her, and now her anxiety had notched up again with her stomach knotted and tension coiled throughout her body. She took a slow breath, focusing on the heat from her mug of hot cider. She felt Gage’s palm slide slowly across her shoulder to rest on the back of her neck. He squeezed gently, subtly easing the cords of tension in her shoulders and neck.
“I don’t know what to do. This makes me tired,” she whispered. Tears pricked at the back of her eyes. She took a swallow of cider, savoring the burn from the alcohol that came with it.
“No one is going to hurt you again. That much, I can promise you. I won’t tell you not to worry because that would be a waste of breath. Aidan’s working with the police down there, and we’ll get to the bottom of this. In the meantime, you’re either staying with me every night, or I’m staying at your place. If you don’t mind, that is.” Gage’s words were soft and gravelly. His hand kept subtly massaging her neck.
Part of Marley wanted to wrap herself in the comfort he offered, but she needed to be able to handle this herself. She wanted to right the ship of her life herself, but she was weary and Gage’s strength tugged at her, made her want to let go. She took another gulp of cider and glanced up at him. His eyes locked to hers. She lost herself in the stormy, smoky gray of his eyes and forgot the internal push and pull of her own mind. His hand moved away from her neck when he carefully brushed a loose curl out of her eyes, tucking the wayward lock of hair behind her ear. His touch sent shivers through her. It occurred to her that she hadn’t replied to him yet. “I don’t mind,” she said softly.
He looked puzzled.
“Staying with you every night,” she added.
The corner of his mouth kicked up. His eyes darkened, skating over her face. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this. Do you mind if I call Aidan right now? I’d rather let him know sooner rather than later about Kent’s call.”
Marley shook her head. Gage shifted his hips and pulled his phone out of his pocket. His free hand idly stroked through her hair as he waited for Aidan to answer. She barely focused on what he said to Aidan, her body on high alert. Gage’s soft touch was like sparks on the tinder of her desire. After a few more minutes, Gage set his phone down.
“Aidan’s going to follow up with the police tomorrow.” He paused and turned to her. “It’s killing me not to be down there handling this.”
Marley shook her head sharply. “No! Don’t do that.” Her words tumbled out rapidly. She tried to make sense of her responses. She wanted this all to go away, wanted to handle it herself, but she couldn’t seem to resist Gage’s protectiveness. It was a muddle and trying to sort through it only tired her. The mere thought of Seattle sent a wave of fear crashing through her. She couldn’t stand to think of Gage not being here. With her. A single night without him had been too much. You’re in too deep. You don’t even know what he wants from this. She ignored the voice of reason in her mind. All she knew was she felt safe when Gage was with her…and so much more.
“I’m not going anywhere. Even though I’d prefer to be more hands on, I trust Aidan completely. He’ll keep us in the loop every step of the way. It just makes me sick this guy is messing with you. I’d love to go down there and make him regret it,” Gage nearly growled.
His words washed through her. The part of her that wasn’t fighting against the tide of feeling savored the warmth and security she felt with him. She tried to summon reason, but she didn’t have it in her just now. She looked up, her eyes colliding with his intense gaze. She couldn’t form words as sensation whipped through her. She felt the pull of his gaze from the inside out. Her core drew tight with need. He reached for the mug of cider in her hands and deliberately removed it, carefully setting it on the table beside the couch, his eyes never leaving hers. He said her name, his voice rough and raw. Her pulse raced. The moment held still between them, the delicious ache of want building to a fervor in the quiet. The low charge between them hummed and arced higher. In a swift movement, Gage’s lips crashed against hers, and she dove headlong into the tornado of sensation swirling around and within them.
The fear and anxiety that had run on high idle since the phone call earlier spiraled into a frenzy of heated desire. Marley couldn’t get close enough fast enough. Gage’s kiss consumed her—wet, scorching and overpowering. His tongue swept in commanding strokes, tangling with hers before he pulled away, tugging at her bottom lip before his lips, tongue and teeth left a searing trail down the side of her neck. He caught her earlobe in his teeth, eliciting deep shivers throughout her body. Need coiled tightly inside of her and she tore at his clothes, sighing with relief when she could run her hands over the muscled planes of his chest and his rock hard abs. He shoved her shirt up and over her head. She straddled him, savoring the hard, heated length of him against the core of her.
He placed a palm on her chest, levering her back slightly. She lifted her eyes to meet his hooded gaze—dark smoke caressed her. In slow motion, he eased his thumb under the clasp of her bra. With the barest motion, the clasp gave way, her aching breasts tumbling free. He breathed her name as his hands cupped her breasts. She sighed at his touch, achy shivers racing through her. He tugged at her nipples, pinching them lightly before his mouth closed over one and then the other, laving them, dragging his fingers in lazy circles through the moisture left behind from his mouth.
Marley shifted back and tore at the buttons on his jeans, curling her hand around his arousal. Gage’s breath hissed through his teeth. She stood and yanked at his jeans until they fell around his ankles. He kicked them away and reached for her. Ignoring him, she slid her hands up his thighs and gripped his briefs. With a swift pull, they followed the course of his jeans, his kick landing them in another corner of the room. Again, he reached for her. Again, she ignored him. She’d come to learn he was unabashedly comfortable in his nakedness. It was no wonder given that his body was a work of art—all hard muscles and lean glory. He bore a few scars, including one that curled in a jagged line on his side and around to his back. She meant to ask about it, but now wasn’t the time. She curled her hand around the velvet length of his cock. His head fell back with a groan.
She knelt between his knees and took him in her mouth. His cock pulsed when she pushed down, bringing him fully into her mouth. She settled in to enjoy driving him to the brink. She dragged her tongue up, down and around his cock. She brought him into her mouth again and again, stroking, licking and sucking. She curled her hand around his wet length as she moved up and down. With a guttural cry, he pushed her back, pulling her to standing. He took her mouth in another overpowering kiss, his hands roaming over her body. He shoved her jeans down over her hips, his hands roughly cupping her bottom and pulling her against his arousal.
He tore his lips from hers, turning her in his arms. His hands curled under her breasts from behind as he nipped her neck. Her hips moved reflexively back, need clawing through her. She still wore her panties, the feel of his heated shaft through the black silk ratcheted up the liquid heat spiraling inside. His hand traveled down her abdomen and cupped her mound through the silk, damp from her desire. The stroke of his roughened skin against the silk brought her rapidly to the edge. His touch, rough and soft at once, coaxed her closer and closer as he dragged his fingers back and forth over the silk between her thighs. Desperation built as she clung to the delicious edge.
Her knees gave way and she fell against the couch. She felt him fumble and then swear and go still. Marley glanced over her shoulder. His expression bordered on pain. “Thought I had a condom.”
“I’m on the pill. There’s nothing to worry about either…I trust you.”
Gage stared at her. The moment lengthened, and she began to wish she hadn’t spoken. He cleared his throat. “Are you sure?”
She turned again and held his eyes. When she nodded, he closed his eyes and his shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. When he opened them again, his gaze burned into her.
He hooked a finger over her panties and dragged them down. Before she could speak, his knelt behind her and slid his fingers into her wet seam. A ragged moan fell from her as he stroked through her folds and dove into her channel, stretching her. His mouth joined his fingers, exploring every inch of her hot, wet core. Tremors built and heat twisted inside. She teetered on the edge of delicious madness.
He suddenly stood, his fingers slowly sliding out of her. She felt the hot brush of his shaft against her, barely nudging at her entrance. He held still for an electric moment. She quivered and pushed her hips back. Suddenly, she felt the lush surge of his cock as it filled her. He sank to the hilt, seating himself deeply inside her slick channel. One of his hands curled around her hip as he began to move while the other slid up her back, threading into her hair.
He established a steady rhythm, stretching her and filling her deeply again and again and again. Sensation took over. Marley didn’t know where her body ended and his began. All she knew was that she wanted more, her hips slamming back to meet his. Feverish need suffused her as she throbbed around him. She raced toward the ecstasy her body craved. His hand slipped between her thighs, his thumb caressing the center of her desire. Pleasure stormed through her as she flew apart, the only thing holding her up his strong embrace as he surged inside once more with a guttural cry. Shudders rippled through her. His hand loosened in her hair, sliding slowly down her back to rest in the small arch. Ragged breathing echoed in the room. She felt him relax against her before he slowly pulled out. She collapsed on the couch, her heart still pounding, pulses of her orgasm lingering.
He deftly lifted her in his arms. She was discovering he appeared to enjoy carrying her around. Though she’d never been one to think much of that, she savored it—the feeling of giving herself over to his strength. He strode quickly down the hallway into the bedroom. Though it was spare of decoration, his bed was piled high with pillows and a thick down quilt. He climbed in with her in his arms. She rested against his side, her head tucked into his shoulder. The cool sheets brought a shiver. His warm palm stroked up and down her back in slow circles.



CHAPTER 15
M arley slid into the booth across from Lacey who looked up from the menu she was perusing with a grin. “Hey! Can you believe it? I’m early!”
Marley giggled. “I noticed, what’s gotten into you?”
Lacey tucked a lock of chestnut hair behind her ear. “I’ve been craving pizza for days and I needed my Marley fix.”
They were meeting for lunch at Glacier Pizza, a longstanding restaurant in Diamond Creek and a local favorite. Marley glanced around and felt a sense of comfort steal over her. Glacier Pizza had barely changed over the years beyond creative additions to its menu. The restaurant was simple, low on frills and produced amazing pizza. Marley and Lacey had spent time here regularly when they were younger. Lacey had called this morning and demanded Marley meet her for lunch.
Marley met Lacey’s smiling green eyes. “It’s freezing out and pizza is perfect. So what’s up?”
Lacey shrugged. “Not much. I’m trying to decide what to do for the rest of winter.”
“Don’t you have some guiding trips planned?”
“Last winter, I signed on to lead a few trips through an outfit in Anchorage, but it’s rough in the winter. It’s too damn cold. I’m thinking about starting a small business here where I coordinate trips for others, but only lead a few myself every summer. What do you think?”
Marley squealed. “I think it’s perfect! You’ve always blown me away with what a badass you are, but sometimes I worry about you. I know Mom and Dad will be relieved you don’t plan to keep guiding in the winter.”
Lacey grinned and rolled her eyes. “I know they worry. I’ll always do some because I can’t stand not being outside for most of the summer.” She paused, her usually confident gaze looking uncertain. “Do you think maybe you could help me come up with a website and stuff like that? With your business and tech experience, you know what you’re doing. I definitely don’t.”
“Of course! Whatever I can do to help, I’ll be glad to do. When are you thinking of getting this up and running?”
“I was thinking if I did some planning this winter, I could maybe start next summer. Do you think I have enough time?”
Marley was so unaccustomed to seeing Lacey uncertain about anything, it was endearing. She grinned. “Sis, you’re already doing all of it. You’re just talking about being the one to make it happen. You can pull it off.”
Lacey’s eyes flashed with her grin. “If you say so. So, what’s up at Last Frontier Lodge? Mom said she’s been up for every local’s dinner that Delia’s hosted, and they’re amazing.”
“Delia’s doing a great job. The lodge is on track to open the day after Christmas. We have reservations almost completely booked from then all the way to the middle of January.” Marley couldn’t help the thrill of pride she felt. Gage was making his childhood dream a reality.
“We?” Lacey asked with a gleam in her eyes.
Marley flushed straight through. Their waiter arrived in time for her to gather herself. After they ordered, Lacey eyed her. “Don’t think you’re getting off the hook. Give me the goods on what’s going on with you and Gage.”
Marley sighed, fighting the blush that raced up her neck and face again. “Things are…going.”
Lacey rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t tell me anything.”
“Okay, okay. I don’t know. I guess we’re together. I just wish I knew what that meant. I’m horrible at the relationship thing. I mean, I see him every night and I need to figure out how to ask him what he thinks of us, but I don’t know how.”
Lacey’s teasing gaze sobered. “Well, how serious are you about him?”
Marley’s heart gave a hard thump. She’d been trying so hard not to think about how she felt deep down, but she was starting to worry that might be a bad plan. Beyond mind-blowing sex, Gage had crawled through the cracks of her defenses with his protectiveness, his warmth, and his kindness to everyone around him.
Marley met Lacey’s eyes and sighed. “I guess it’s pretty serious. Gage is…well, you’d have to be around him a bit to see it, but he’s a really good guy.” As Marley expounded, she eventually got to the part about his help with the issues around the emails and the investigation into the robbery in Seattle, completely forgetting she hadn’t told Lacey about it.
Lacey’s eyes widened. “What do you mean? How come you haven’t mentioned this to me? Mom and Dad are going to want to know too.”
Marley silently swore. She’d purposefully not been talking about it with her family so they wouldn’t worry. They’d already been through enough worry over her the last few months. “Lacey, I don’t want Mom and Dad to worry. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, but please don’t tell them. I’m fine. Gage is with me every night. His friend works in security in Seattle and is coordinating with the police on it.”
Their conversation paused when their pizza arrived. After the waiter moved on, Lacey eyed her, her expression hurt. “I understand why you don’t want Mom and Dad to worry, but maybe you could’ve let me know what’s going on.”
Marley felt a wash of guilt. She hadn’t purposefully been keeping this from Lacey, but she’d grown so accustomed to handling things on her own, she hadn’t reached out to her. “I didn’t mean to make it seem like I didn’t want your help. It’s just…the whole thing is weird. I promise I’ll let you know what’s going on. Right now, there’s not much to tell. It’s those stupid emails and a weird phone call. If it weren’t for the robbery, I probably wouldn’t think of it at all. I’ve been so on edge ever since that happened.” Marley fiddled with her fork absently.
Lacey set her pizza down and grabbed Marley’s hand. “Of course you’re on edge! It would be weird if you weren’t. And don’t think I’m mad. I’m just worried. If you ask me though, Gage must like you a whole lot. Guys don’t just do things like that unless they really care. When can I stop by and meet him?” she asked slyly.
Marley’s heart lifted. She took a bite of pizza before responding. “How about you stop by the lodge tonight? Delia’s having another one of her local’s dinners. I was thinking of going.”
    
Gage stood at the doorway that led from the kitchen into the restaurant. He couldn’t quite believe what Delia had done, but it was amazing. Christmas was two weeks away, and her local’s nights were a rousing success. His hazy childhood memories of a busy restaurant and delicious food couldn’t compete with the reality of now. The lodge restaurant was packed. Marley had told him she’d be here for dinner tonight, and he was strangely nervous. Though they’d been spending every night together, she usually worked until he showed up at her place or vice versa. He wanted her to see how well things were progressing at the lodge and felt a thrill of pride when he thought about it.
Aidan had few updates for him the last few days, which irked Gage. He wanted movement on the investigation. He was reconsidering whether he’d head to Seattle next week to see if he could jumpstart things around Kent. According to Aidan, ever since Kent made the call to Marley, his emails and other online activity had gone quiet. The only thing holding Gage back was that he didn’t want to leave Marley’s side. The way he felt about her was starting to make him uncomfortable—not because he wanted it to go away, but because he’d never experienced anything like it. He was used to being in control in all situations. He’d considered himself immune to this kind of thing. He’d watched a few of his fellow Navy SEALs get tossed around in the storm of relationships and considered it a weakness.
Now, he realized he’d had absolutely no clue what they’d been going through. Marley had breezed her way into his heart, body and soul, and he couldn’t imagine how to manage how he felt. Every so often, the word love traveled through his brain and he swatted it away. Love meant commitment. Commitment was something he understood very well since he’d committed his life to the SEAL’s for years. But the kind of emotional commitment involved in relationships was something he’d purposefully steered away from because it conflicted with the commitment to his career before. With that part of his life in the rear view mirror, he felt unsteady and uncertain about how to handle the feelings Marley elicited. They were entirely beyond his experience and bumped against his desire to plan and stay in control. He didn’t know how she fit inside his life. And yet, he couldn’t imagine life without Marley. The idea of her not being a part of his life, even worse being with someone else, nearly unhinged him. His carefully controlled and planned life hadn’t prepared him for her.
His sisters, Jessa and Becca, would be up tomorrow. Which had him thinking a lot about Marley and how to introduce her to them. He’d never introduced any woman to his family. Jessa and Becca would be the warm up for the rest of his family who were arriving on staggered dates leading up to Christmas. He didn’t think of himself as sentimental, but as the reality of Last Frontier Lodge firmed in front of his eyes, he’d become determined his family would be here for the holiday as they used to do for so many years before the lodge closed. Gage was pulled out of his thoughts by a loud crash in the kitchen.
He turned and saw one of the kitchen staff had dropped a large glass jar of olives on the floor. Broken glass and olives dotted the floor. Delia was shaking her head and laughing. “It wouldn’t be right if something didn’t break on our first full night.” She stepped over to help, but Gage beat her to it.
“I got this,” he said, waving her away. “You’ve got food to serve.”
The young woman who’d dropped the jar was flushed red. ‘I’m so sorry…”
Gage glanced up and shook his head. “You heard Delia, nothing to worry about. Go do what you need to do, and I’ll get this.” She nodded with alacrity and turned away.
After he swept up the mess and mopped the area, Gage raced upstairs to change when he noticed he still wore the clothes he’d had on when he helped Don outside. When he returned to the restaurant, he saw Marley walking in with a woman who had to be related to her. She shared Marley’s hair though it had less red to it. He made his way across the room to Marley’s side.
“Hey, there,” he said.
Marley glanced up, her forest green eyes landing on his, and his pulse quickened. She affected him as no one ever had. All she had to do was be there, and it was as if she flicked a switch. He talked his body down. The last thing he wanted was to meet anyone related to Marley with an obvious hard on.
The woman at Marley’s side glanced up, her eyes similar to Marley’s. She held her hand out. When he took it, her grip was firm, her handshake confident. “I’m Lacey, Marley’s little sister,” she offered brightly. Her eyes held his in an assessing look.
“I’m Gage, I’m, uh…” He realized he’d just been wondering how to introduce Marley to his family and he didn’t know how Marley wanted him known to hers.
Lacey interjected. “Boyfriend?” she asked, her tone helpful.
Gage glanced to Marley who nodded.
“That would be me,” Gage said with more confidence than he felt. He was on such foreign terrain with his feelings for Marley, he felt adrift. But he didn’t want to be anywhere other than right by her side, so he was partially relieved to have Lacey label him.
Lacey smiled widely. “It’s great to meet you. Marley’s told me all about you and what you’ve been doing here at the lodge. You have no idea how excited I am that Last Frontier Lodge will be up and running again! It’s my favorite place to ski.”
Marley grinned at Lacey and turned to him. “Like I told you, Lacey and I used to ski here all the time when we were kids. She’s hardcore though, so you’d better make sure Don gets the advanced trails ready.”
Conversation moved on as Marley shared what Lacey did as a guide, pride evident in her tone. Lacey wandered off to greet some friends when it occurred to Gage they’d better grab a table. He spied an open one and took Marley’s hand, leading her over to it. “Is your mother here again?” he asked as they sat down.
Marley glanced around the room. “She’s not here yet, but I bet she’ll be here. She’s been coming every time Delia hosts these. Now that Delia’s done this, I think she’s going to have to keep it up even after you’re running at full speed. People are hooked on the idea that you have special prices for locals only.”
“I suggested the same thing to her this morning. She did it to get the staff ready for running when the restaurant was busy, but it’s been great.” He paused to look around again. The room had a hum of conversation and staff bustled among the tables, taking orders, serving drinks and more. This was the second evening when Delia had the bar fully stocked and staffed. They’d had to wait for the liquor license to be approved. Gage had quickly discovered a liquor license was worth far more than its weight in gold. The one night they’d been able to serve from the bar had brought in the first day of profit for the lodge.
When his gaze made its way back to Marley, his heart tightened. Her auburn curls fell loosely around her shoulders, the lights catching in her hair. Her green eyes were bright. She fiddled with a silver chain around her neck. She met his eyes and smiled. “Have you checked the reservations today?”
He shook his head, and she rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Gage? I showed you how to do it. You’re perfectly capable of doing it yourself.”
He shrugged sheepishly. “Maybe so, but I’d rather have you do it.” His answer was entirely true, but he also wanted any reason to keep Marley involved in the lodge. Aside from the logistical help she’d provided, he appreciated her opinion and didn’t want her to back off from her involvement. And he just plain wanted her around.
“At some point, you’ll have to figure it out.”
“That’s what I’m paying you to do,” he countered.
Marley shook her head. “Fair enough.”
She started to say something else when Lacey pulled the chair out beside Marley and sat down with a sigh. Lacey glanced between Marley and Gage. “Am I interrupting a romantic interlude?” she asked with a sly grin.
Marley flushed, and Gage felt his heart clench again. He didn’t mind Lacey joining them for dinner, in fact he welcomed it because a chance to get to know anyone close to Marley was a good thing, but any moment he didn’t have alone with Marley was a missed opportunity. Man, you have it bad. As if I didn’t know.
Gage met Lacey’s eyes. “Even if you were, I hope you’re planning to join us for dinner.”
Lacey’s grin widened. “Oh, you’re good.”
Their conversation paused when a waitress arrived to take their orders. As soon as she stepped away, Lacey turned back to him, her expression serious. “Marley told me how you’re helping out with the investigation. I wanted to thank you. She hates asking for help, so I can’t tell you how relieved I am to know that you’re stepping up anyway.”
Gage nodded and shifted his shoulders. He glanced to Marley. Her cheeks were bright, and she fiddled with the silverware. He sensed her discomfort and the vulnerability she tried so hard to hide. He glanced back to Lacey. “Glad to help.”
Lacey held his gaze for a moment, her eyes bouncing to Marley and back again. She appeared to be considering her words. “Would you mind letting me know when you have any updates?”
Marley’s head whipped up. “Lacey…” her tone held an edge of exasperation.
Lacey shrugged. “I’m asking him because I know you. You won’t say anything until way after the fact. You’re my sister, and I want to make sure you’re okay. If Gage will keep me up to date, then you don’t have to worry about it.”
Marley bit her lip and sighed. “Fine.” She glanced up at Gage. “She’s cranky because I only just mentioned the emails to her today.”
Gage wasn’t certain what the correct answer was here, so he opted for nodding. Lacey grinned and let the topic go, moving on to quiz Gage on his entire life story. He found himself oddly pleased at her many questions, as she unabashedly made it clear she was making sure he was good enough for Marley. He’d have expected this to make him uncomfortable, but it didn’t. He only hoped he was good enough for Marley because whether he knew how to deal with his feelings or not, he damn sure couldn’t fathom stepping aside. As Lacey’s quiz continued, he had to do his usual dodge and offer vague answers about his work as a SEAL.
Lacey hitched a brow up. “Are you being vague because you can’t tell me, or are you being annoying?” she asked archly.
Marley giggled and shook her head. “I should have warned you Lacey can be pushy.”
Gage chuckled. “No problem. I’m being vague because Navy SEAL assignments are almost always classified. Force of habit.”
Marley tilted her head, her green eyes slanting to him. “I’m usually not as nosy as Lacey, but now that she’s on a roll, how long ago did you retire from the military?”
Gage’s chest tightened slightly. “Just last year. I hadn’t been on any assignments for a while and had been doing administrative stuff on base. It wasn’t the best fit for me, and I was ready to retire, so I did. Not much later, Gram passed away and I knew where I needed to go.” He glossed over the details with such broad strokes it made the situation sound simple. In reality, he’d been tossed asunder by Matt’s death. He’d gritted through it on the assignment, but Matt had been his best friend since high school. They’d enlisted in the Navy together after college. Matt had shared every step of his journey on the way to becoming a Navy SEAL. That kind of work deepened bonds for all of the team members, but the bond between him and Matt had begun long before that. Even now, Gage felt a lingering guilt that Matt had been the one to die rather than him. Matt had a wife and child while Gage had no one…until now.
He met Marley’s eyes, and his heart clenched painfully. If he had died, he would have missed the chance to meet Marley. Now that she’d waltzed her way effortlessly into his life and heart, the thought that he could have missed the chance to be with her made his stomach feel hollow. He didn’t know what it meant, but if he could do anything to honor Matt’s memory, it would be to be as good to the people he loved as Matt had been. Love. The word he’d been avoiding. He slipped his hand across Marley’s shoulders and laced his fingers in her hair. Without a thought of where they were, he captured her luscious lips in a kiss. In seconds, lust was pounding through him.
Lacey’s voice broke into the moment. “Well, hot damn! Geez, I’m not sure what I said to make that happen.”
Gage pulled away, his eyes snagging on Marley’s. Sweet electricity sizzled in her gaze. With a shake of her head, she broke away and looked around. Gage turned to Lacey and shrugged. “Sorry. Got a little carried away there.”
Lacey grinned. “You just made my day. Marley’s the best sister in the world, and she deserves an awesome guy. For the moment, you’re passing the test.”
Gage chuckled and glanced at Marley. She was flushed, her lips swollen from his kiss. He was thankful for the table, as his cock had some pretty strong and hard opinions about what he should be doing with Marley right about now. He took a breath, his pulse racing when she turned his way again and smiled softly.



CHAPTER 16
M arley walked downstairs in her cabin and paused to look out the front windows. Snow had fallen during the night, blanketing the field in fluffy white. A pair of moose stood at the edge of the field, nibbling on alders. Their breath billowed in mist around them. Snow sparkled where the sun struck it, glistening under its warmth. A stellar jay squawked and burst out of the trees, landing with such force on a bird feeder by the deck railing that the feeder swung wildly. The sky was clear, and the wind stirred the surface of the bay. The mountains across stood quiet and majestic, their peaks stark white against the bright blue sky.
Marley took a last look and stepped to the kitchen for a cup of coffee. Gage had made a pot of coffee earlier before he left for the lodge. She’d been pleased to discover they both liked their coffee rich and dark. She enjoyed a sip as she considered last night. Watching Gage interact with Lacey had been amusing…and disconcerting. He seemed more than ready to make it clear they were a couple. His hands had been all over her during dinner, pushing the edge of what was socially appropriate in the middle of a restaurant. The moment they’d walked through the door into her cabin, he’d proceeded to drive her wild, bringing her to the delicious edge of sanity—as he did on an almost nightly basis now.
Problem was, she was starting to feel like she was in over her head. Way over her head. Her head had taken a backseat to her heart and body, and she couldn’t seem to think clearly. Watching Lacey quiz Gage last night had been enlightening. She’d learned a bit more about him than she’d known herself. Not because she hadn’t been curious, but because she tended to be reserved herself, so she rarely pumped people for information about themselves. Lacey had no such compunctions and asked Gage question upon question. Marley sensed there were a few details she was missing when it came to his time as a Navy SEAL. His expression shuttered whenever he spoke of it. There was a thread of pain somewhere in there. Given how much he was coming to mean to her, Marley couldn’t help but wonder.
When she’d come home to pull herself together and regain her footing, it had never crossed her mind she’d meet someone like Gage who would call to her heart, body and soul so deeply. She also never in a million years would have thought a man who looked like him would be interested in her. He was all hard-bodied perfection with a smile to die for, and those silvery-gray eyes could make any woman melt on the spot. And yet, when he looked at her, it was as if she was the only woman in the world and he’d been starving for the sight of her.
She took another sip of her coffee, savoring the bracing bite to it. She forced her thoughts off of Gage and sat down at her desk to get to work. She dove into her work, adding some new photos to the blog on the lodge website and then focusing on her latest app project, which was close to completion. It was early afternoon when her email pinged again, and unease snaked up her spine. There were two emails from the alleged human resources account, the first reiterating prior requests that she return the flash drive that she didn’t have and the second demanding a call to human resources by a certain date, which happened to be a week before Christmas. Knowing what she knew now, that these emails were being sent by Kent, her unease was joined by anger. She didn’t know what his game was and what he wanted, but she was tired of it.
She pushed away from her desk. After stepping into her boots and throwing her jacket on, she headed to the lodge. She didn’t plan to sit on this anymore.
    
Gage stood at the top of the most advanced ski trail and slowly turned in a circle. The top of this peak was by no means the tallest peak in the area, however the ranges north of Diamond Creek and across Kachemak Bay were distant enough that the vantage point here offered a three hundred and sixty degree view of the area. He took a deep breath, the chilled air energizing him. The mountains rose tall, their snow-covered peaks stark against the sky. Clusters of evergreens stood out against the snow blanketing the landscape. Winter was here to stay with last night’s snowfall adding more than a foot of snow to what had already fallen.
The sun was already beginning its slide down the sky even though it was early afternoon. Winter days were short in Diamond Creek. Evenings were a long, slow dance with dusk. Gage had ridden up here with Don on a snowmobile he’d found in the garage a while back. Gage had spent a morning fiddling with the engine and getting it back in running shape. They’d just finished installing the last of the new ski lifts. Don had spent the morning putting Gage through the paces of operating and troubleshooting them. With Don’s help, Gage felt like he was getting a handle on the nuts and bolts of running a ski lodge. Delia had worked wonders with the kitchen, reception and housekeeping staff. Opening day was a mere two weeks away now, and he thought they might be able to pull it off.
He glanced at his watch and turned to check on Don who’d stepped into the small hut by the ski lift. These existed at every stopping point on the trails and had emergency medical equipment and warming supplies if needed. Each building was equipped with a woodstove, a bench, a small supply closet with tools for potential lift repairs, and a cabinet of medical supplies.
“Hey Don, you about ready to head down?”
Don glanced up from the cabinet open in front of him. “Yup. Finished stocking this one.” He closed the cabinet and zipped a small duffel bag on the bench before slinging it over his shoulder.
“What time do you need to leave to pick up your sisters?” Don asked as they walked over to the snowmobile.
“About an hour,” Gage replied.
At Don’s nod, Gage climbed on the front of the snowmobile with Don seated behind him. They zipped down the slope, arriving at the lodge within minutes. After he parked the snowmobile in the garage and Don headed off, Gage walked onto the back deck of the lodge. The three main trails converged at the bottom. Higher up the mountain, the trails bisected further with the more advanced trails marching further up the mountainside. As Gage looked up the trails, a small form stepped out from the trees. He knew instantly it was Marley. Her cabin was a short hike through the woods. Her auburn hair swirled in the breeze. Her arms swung loosely at her sides as she strode toward the deck.
His body tightened at the sight of her. He’d given up thinking he could control himself when it came to Marley. All he had to do was think about her, and lust surged through his veins. When she got close enough for him to see her expression, he forgot his pulse of desire. Her eyes held a glimmer of fear and anger, her mouth was in a tight line.
He stepped across the deck to meet her. “What’s going on?”
She stopped immediately in front of him, her breath coming out in a rush. “He sent two more emails! Now he wants me to call by next week. Can we call your friend? I’m tired of waiting.” Her words tumbled out rapidly. The wind blew a curl across her eyes, and she impatiently brushed it out of the way.
He heard her words, but couldn’t think past the anger flashing through him. Whatever this Kent guy was up to, Gage was infuriated with the game he was playing with Marley. He couldn’t stand seeing the fear she tried so hard to hide. He clenched and unclenched his fist.
Marley reached out and placed her hand on his arm. His muscles were coiled tight under her touch. “Gage?”
He brought his focus back to the moment. As much as he wanted Kent to be standing in front of him, so he could beat him senseless, Kent was nowhere near and would never be anywhere near Marley if Gage had anything to say about it. Gage took a slow breath and met Marley’s eyes. “Yeah?”
“Did you hear me?”
He nodded, reeling his anger further in. “Oh yeah. I heard you. Just thinking for a minute.” He slipped his hand in her elbow. “Let’s go call Aidan now.”
As soon as the door shut on his private apartment upstairs, Gage tugged his phone out and called Aidan.
“Aidan, here.”
“You keep telling me we need to bide our time, but I’m done. Kent sent two more emails today, and we need to put a stop to it.”
Marley turned from where she’d walked to the windows, her eyes wide. Gage was tired of being patient and didn’t give a damn if it meant Marley sensed his frustration.
Aidan was silent for a moment. “I planned to call this afternoon anyway because those emails blipped on our radar too. Before you get ahead of yourself, can you trust me to follow up with the police and not fly down here and knock his lights out?”
Gage had worked with Aidan for most of his time in the military. He’d never lost his cool and could easily shrug off Aidan’s propensity for sarcasm. Not now. The voice of reason was drowned out by his worry for Marley. “Fuck off, dude. I’m pissed and I want some movement on this. I’ve got enough sense to let you do what you do, but if someone doesn’t put a stop to this bullshit by the end of the week, I will come down there.”
Aidan chuckled. “Right. Already have a call in to the lead detective. I’m meeting with him later this week.”
Gage took another breath. “Fine. Look, uh, I don’t mean to sound like an asshole…”
“No worries. Can’t wait to meet Marley though because I never thought I’d see you like this over a woman.”
Gage couldn’t hold back the laugh that barked out. “Fair enough. How about you fly up for a week of skiing sometime soon? You can meet Marley then. But only after this thing is dealt with.”
“I’d love to. Meantime, gotta go. I’ll call you after my meeting.”
The line went dead before Gage had a chance to reply. He tucked the phone in his pocket and turned to Marley. She stood by the windows, her back to him and her arms wrapped around her waist. He walked toward her, rolling his neck around to ease the tension knotted there. He came to stand behind her, resting his hands on her hunched shoulders. Hot anger simmered inside. The only thing keeping Gage from showing up at Kent’s door was the fact that he happened to be a long plane ride away, and Gage didn’t want to leave Marley alone right now.
“Well?” she asked.
Gage marshaled his composure. He didn’t want to contemplate Aidan’s point, but it was accurate that Gage had never had a woman affect him like this. Hell, nothing and no one affected him like this. Even when his best friend died, he’d stayed cool and calm, battening his emotions down behind his well-honed walls of discipline and will. He smoothed his hands along Marley’s shoulders and down her arms, willing her to relax. She smelled like vanilla and honey with a bite of cold winter air clinging to her.
“Aidan tracked the emails already. He has a meeting with the lead detective later this week. He’ll call me after that.”
Marley nodded. “Okay.”
Gage slid his palms around her waist, savoring the soft curve of her belly under his hands, and held her close. The tension in her shoulders eased slightly. He nuzzled her hair out of the way and rested his chin on her shoulder. His heart clenched, almost to the point of pain. This…this intense protectiveness was foreign to him. He’d spent his military career committed to the protection of others and didn’t bat an eye at the weight of that responsibility. He and his team had put their lives on the line time and again. Yet, none of those experiences had prepared him for what it felt like to have someone matter as much as Marley mattered to him. At this moment, her life wasn’t in danger, not that he knew. She was dealing with annoying emails on the heels of an assault and robbery. Nothing came close to some of the situations he’d faced before—and nothing came close to the way he felt about her.
Marley turned in his arms. When her forest green eyes met his, he almost lost his breath. The coil of anger inside morphed into an intense want. He lifted a hand to tuck a loose lock of hair behind her ear, and a tremor ran through it. Her cheeks were still red from the cold outside, the scattering of freckles on her skin stood out. He leaned to kiss her when his phone buzzed in his pocket.
“Ignore it.”
“Don’t you have to pick up your sisters?”
“Dammit, yes.” He tugged his phone out and saw Jessa’s name blinking on the screen.
“Hey,” he answered, more sharply than he intended.
“Hey Gage!”
“Hey Jessa, what time are you due at the airport?”
“We’re changing planes in Anchorage. We’re supposed to make it to Homer in an hour. Just checking to make sure you’ll be there to pick us up.”
“Of course. See you in a bit.” He ended the call quickly. Jessa was prone to chatter about anything and everything if given the time.
Gage met Marley’s eyes again. “That was Jessa.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll need to leave in a bit here. Want to go with me?”
He hadn’t planned to take Marley with him, but it suddenly seemed like the best plan. He wouldn’t have to leave her side, and it might be the ideal way for his sisters to meet her. He’d be able to blow through the whole introduction thing.
Marley’s expression was puzzled. “You want me to go with you?”
He nodded firmly. “Yes. You can meet Becca and Jessa. They’ll be thrilled.”
“I don’t want to interrupt your time with them…”
“You won’t be interrupting.”
Gage couldn’t say that he suddenly couldn’t bear to leave her alone. He didn’t know how to manage the depth of feelings for her. Man, you are in too deep. You’re freaking out over a few emails. Gage gritted his teeth, annoyed with his own mind. It’s not just a few emails. She got robbed and assaulted. Months ago, man. That was months ago. You know better than to assume these emails have something to do with that. He shook his head, shutting down the internal debate. Problem was, he did know better than to instantly draw connections, but he also trusted his gut. His gut told him these emails had something to do with that robbery.
“Gage?”
He glanced down into those green, green eyes of Marley’s that seemed to have the power to cast a spell over him. He’d been quiet longer than he’d been aware. “Sorry. Just thinking. How about we pick them up and grab dinner together on the way back?”
Marley finally nodded, and his breath released. She stepped back. “We should go then. We have just enough time to get there.”



CHAPTER 17
M arley watched the landscape roll by as Gage drove south to Homer. The mountains were bright—alpenglow reflecting in soft rose and lavender against the snow as the sun dropped down the sky. They’d passed a few moose on the drive, along with a porcupine who’d carefully made its way through the snow to deftly climb up a spruce tree as it watched them drive by. Marley was hyper aware of Gage’s presence. She kept waiting for the charge that buzzed between them to start to fade, and yet it kept sizzling higher. She was flushed inside and out simply sitting beside him in the car.
He’d startled her when he’d asked her to go with him to pick up his sisters. The idea of meeting his family seemed so…official. He didn’t speak of them often, but when he did, he spoke with warmth. His tendency toward reserve only offered flashes of his feelings. He’d now met both of her parents and Lacey at different times when they’d gone to the lodge restaurant for dinners, but somehow that seemed less meaningful. Her family was such a part of her daily life in Diamond Creek, it would have been strange if Gage hadn’t met them yet.
She glanced sideways. She could look at the angled planes of his face all day. His face bore the strength of the rest of him. His sensuous lips sent her pulse skittering. He slanted his eyes to her—a flash of gray lightning landed on her before his lips quirked and he looked back at the road. His palm rested on her thigh, warm through the denim of her jeans. He gave a subtle squeeze, tightening the coil of desire inside. Her belly fluttered, and she shifted restlessly. He began to stroke up and down her leg, dipping into the soft curve behind her knee, his thumb stroking between her thighs. Her breath ran away from her—short, soft gasps that she tried to quiet.
Gage kept driving, one hand on the wheel, his eyes firmly on the road, and his free hand driving her to distraction. Hot, liquid need swirled through her. His thumb kept teasing her, right at the center of her desire. Rough touches through the denim and then moving away, almost bringing her to madness. Heat twisted inside.
“Gage…” she whispered fiercely. “You’re driving, you can’t…” Her voice broke on a gasp when he cupped her mound. She was so wet, it wouldn’t have surprised her if he could feel it through her jeans. He suddenly slowed the car as they approached an unmarked gravel road. He swung abruptly onto the road, gunning his truck briefly and turning into an empty clearing that appeared to be a trailhead of sorts though snow blanketed the small parking area.
The truck stopped with a jerk. Gage turned to her, his smoky gaze tracking over her, burning her with its intensity. The space yawned between them though he was so close, no more than a foot separating them. His motions deliberate, he adjusted the truck’s bench seat, sliding it all the way back, his eyes glued to her. Marley could barely breathe. Her heart was beating so hard, she could hear it. With a squeeze that pushed her to the delicious edge of pleasure, he dragged his hand up. Her jacket hung open. He shoved it out of the way and roughly tore at her blouse, swearing when a button caught. His hand curled around the back of her neck as he leaned to meet her. He fit his mouth, open and hot, to hers and seared her with a kiss.
If she hadn’t been seated, she’d have collapsed. A wild flame licked inside as she scrambled to get closer. She couldn’t get enough…ever. Gage’s hands finally managed to open her blouse, the rough skin of his palms coasting up her sides, his thumbs caressing her tight peaked nipples through the silk of her bra. Hampered by the tight space in his truck, Marley became frenzied. Turning toward him, she ran her hands up his abdomen and chest, frantic to feel his skin. He chuckled when she swore, and then swiftly undid the clasp of her bra, curling his hands around her breasts. He rolled her nipples, tight and achy, between his fingers. She tumbled into the cloud of desire that swirled around them. He caught her lower lip between his teeth as he pulled away from her lips. He leaned back for a moment.
“You are so beautiful,” he whispered, his eyes fierce as they coasted across her face and down to her breasts, heavy and full in his hands.
She could hardly think. Her core drew tight, liquid heat drenching her. His lips closed over a nipple, and she cried out, arching into his touch, desperate for more. He alternated sucking, stroking and nipping before he pulled away, his smoky gaze searing through her. She pushed him back and tore at the buttons of his jeans, curling her hand around his hard shaft. He murmured her name, his voice low and taut. She freed him from the confines of his jeans, stroking the velvet length of his cock. He captured her lips in a kiss again, his tongue sweeping in deeply, his hand curling around her neck to pull her closer. She tore her lips away and shoved him back against the door, taking him in her mouth. She took him all the way in, the head of his cock bumping against the back of her throat as she swiftly stroked up and down, glorying in the husky groans that tore from him.
Suddenly, he moved, lifting her up and tearing at her jeans. In spite of the cramped space, she somehow got her jeans off. Gage growled his approval when he cupped his hand over her panties and stroked her through the wet silk. Not bothering with those, he shifted and effortlessly lifted her onto his lap. No matter how many times he held her in his arms, she marveled at his raw strength. When her knees fell to either side of his hips and she rested against the heated length of his arousal, he groaned. She shoved her hands under his shirt, pushing it up to feel some of his skin. A ragged breath broke from him when she pressed her hips down on him. Pleasure spiked at the feel of him against her core, dripping with need. He shoved her panties out of the way, dragging his fingers through her folds.
Her forehead fell to his, their breath mingling as he drove his fingers into her. She was so close to the edge, she could hardly stand it. Pressure gathered and gathered as he stroked into her with his fingers. He adjusted his hips when he pulled his fingers away, the tip of his cock resting at her entrance. He held still and whispered her name. She dragged her eyes open to find his waiting. The world had narrowed to this moment and nothing else. In the falling darkness on a deserted snowy road, the rush of intimacy between them flared. Gage held her eyes in his smoky gray gaze as he sheathed himself inside of her. He began to move incrementally, rocking his hips into her. He cupped the back of her head, threading his hand into her hair. Sensation unfurled through her, tremors of pleasure building and building until her climax crashed over her. As she shuddered around him, clenching him in her channel, his head fell back, her name coming out in a ragged cry as he pulsed into her.
Her head dropped into the curve of his neck as she tried to catch her breath. His hand loosened in her curls and slid down her spine. Only when she heard the bump of his hand on the steering wheel did she remember where they were. His hand stroked in slow circles on her back. She eventually lifted her head and looked around. Gage had left the truck running and heat blew across them. It was almost dark outside, the snow bright in the gloaming. Marley turned to Gage. He rolled his head to the side, his mouth curling at one corner.
Her chest tightened. Emotion washed over her, the intimacy between them so deep, she didn’t know how to comprehend it. He held her eyes and reached a hand up to tuck a curl behind her ears.
“I think we might be late.” His words were gruff.
Marley felt a warm swell inside and giggled. “We’re definitely late.”
Gage met hers eyes, his smile all she wanted. “Right. I suppose we should get going.”
They slowly untangled themselves and put themselves back together. When Gage stopped before turning back on the highway, Marley pulled the visor down and glanced at herself in the mirror. “Oh no. My hair’s a mess,” she commented and started running her fingers through it, a feeble attempt to tidy it.
He put his hand on her thigh and squeezed. “You look beautiful. Stop worrying.”
She turned to him, about to argue, and then saw the look in his eyes. He held her in his gaze—desire and something else in its depths.
“Okay,” she said softly. She leaned back in the seat and curled her hand over his.
Not much later, he crested the hill where the highway rose up before dipping down into Homer. The lights of the town glittered ahead. Homer sat at the end of the road, literally. The highway ended at the end of the Homer Spit, the longest ‘spit’ in the world. A spit was a small, narrow peninsula of land. The Homer Spit was four and a half miles long and was the longest road into ocean waters in the world. Marley had always loved visiting the spit. It felt like driving on a land bridge into the ocean. Homer’s airport was the closest sizable airport to Diamond Creek, a mere hour away. Diamond Creek had what was referred to as a ‘puddle jumper’ airport, primarily serving small planes that flew in rural areas of Alaska. Homer had an airport that could accommodate full-size commercial airliners, so it was the common destination for people coming to Diamond Creek from out of state.
When Gage drove down the hill into town, Marley directed him to the airport. As they drove through the small town, she glanced over at him. “We should visit here in the daytime.”
He nodded and squeezed her leg. “I’ve heard it’s a great place to fish. Do they have a ski lodge here?”
She giggled, realizing he was sizing up potential competition. “Nope, no ski lodge. Lots of art galleries, shopping and fishing. We can come in the summer.”
As the words left her mouth, she realized she was unconsciously assuming they’d be together next summer. Gage’s quick affirmative reply startled her and curled around her heart. Thrumming in the aftermath of their earlier encounter, her anxiety at meeting his sisters was forgotten.
Moments later, he pulled up at the airport. They walked inside, a blast of heat hitting them when they walked through the automatic doors. Marley’s eyes were adjusting to the light when there was a squeal. She turned to find Gage surrounded by two women, both hugging him at once. After the flurry of welcome, Gage stepped back. His gray eyes were bright. Marley knew without a doubt he was happy to see his sisters. One stood tall, close to Gage’s height, with glossy straight brown hair that hung halfway down her back. The other was petite and curvy with long chocolate brown hair brightened with blonde streaks. The women turned at once to look at Marley. She felt as if she were under a microscope.
Gage stepped back to Marley’s side, sliding his arm around her waist. “This is Marley. He paused and glanced down at her. “She’s my girlfriend. Thought you two might want to meet her.”
In unison, both women arched a brow. The only word to describe their shared expression was startled. They looked at Marley and back to Gage. The shorter woman smiled slowly before rushing at Marley and hugging her. “Oh my God! This is the best!” She turned to Gage. “How come you didn’t say anything?” Her eyes filled with tears as she stepped back. Her eyes were a softer shade of gray than Gage’s, almost silvery. She held a hand out, which seemed silly after her rapturous hug, but Marley reached for her hand and shook it.
“I’m Jessa. I didn’t mean to seem crazy, but Gage has never brought anyone to meet us, so you must mean a lot to him. Nice to meet you. You look super nice,” she said warmly.
“Uh, okay. Nice to meet you too,” Marley replied. Her mind spun to hear she was the first woman Gage had introduced to his family. Her heart leapt at the possible implications of that, a warm flush spiraling through her.
The other sister angled her head to the side, her blue eyes bouncing between them. Her gaze was curious, but certainly not quite as warm as Jessa’s. She took a quick stride to Marley and held her hand out. “Becca,” she said firmly when Marley shook her hand. “As Jessa mentioned, Gage isn’t much for introducing us to anyone. I take it you do mean a lot to him, so you’d better be good to him.” She slanted her eyes to Gage. “Gage’s tendency to be insanely private isn’t particularly helpful.”
Anxiety swirled inside Marley. She couldn’t help it, but she wanted Gage’s sisters to like her. Becca was intimidating to say the least. She met Becca’s eyes and tried to smile. Gage’s arm tightened around her waist. “Ease up, Becca.” He glanced down at Marley. “Becca’s kind of a badass. She’s a public prosecutor and spends so much time facing the seedy side of the world, she isn’t the most optimistic person. But she has a heart of gold, she just doesn’t let everyone see it.”
Marley nodded. Becca’s eyes softened, and she cuffed Gage on the shoulder. She glanced back to Marley. “Gage means a lot to us. I can be kind of protective.”
Marley nodded again, feeling silly at this point. Jessa grinned and clasped her hands together. “This is so perfect! You came back to Alaska and fell in love.”
Gage chuckled. Marley couldn’t help but notice he didn’t bother to correct Jessa. Conversation moved on to getting their bags. After a flurry of activity, they were piled in Gage’s truck. Marley insisted on riding in one of the small seats in the back with Jessa because Becca’s tall form would be cramped in the tiny space. Though Gage had started to argue the point, Marley ignored him.



CHAPTER 18
“I t’s about damn time is all I have to say!” Jessa declared with a lift of her wine glass before she downed its remainder.
Becca grinned and shook her head. “Good thing you don’t have to drive anywhere tonight,” she commented wryly. “You are such a lightweight.”
Jessa shrugged and turned her smile on Marley. “I mean it. I pretty much gave up on Gage ever getting involved with anyone. It’s obvious he adores you. So there,” she said firmly.
They were seated at a corner booth in the lodge restaurant. It was late afternoon, so the restaurant wasn’t filled at the moment. Business had been so good, Delia had begun to keep the restaurant open for dinners every night. Gage was busy helping Don repair the snowmobile, which had gotten cranky this afternoon and refused to start. Given that opening day was quite close, they needed the snowmobile for quick travel on the slopes. Gage and Don shared the tendency to want to fix anything and everything, so he’d dropped a quick kiss on Marley’s cheek and promised her he’d be up to meet them for dinner once he and Don were done.
Jessa and Becca had settled in at the lodge and quickly made themselves helpful in the few days they’d been there. Marley felt a lingering self-consciousness with Becca who remained reserved though she appeared to be reserved with most everyone, so at least Marley wasn’t getting special treatment. Jessa, on the other hand, was a font of warmth. When Jessa came across Marley in the hall on her way out, she’d tucked her hand in Marley’s elbow and dragged her into an early happy hour with Becca.
Marley met Jessa’s silver gaze and couldn’t hide her blush. “Well, I wouldn’t know if he adored me, but he’s pretty awesome.”
Jessa nodded emphatically and refilled their wineglasses. She turned to Becca. “Why are you so uptight about this?”
Becca’s expression was difficult to read. Marley sensed Becca was uncomfortable with Gage’s relationship with her, and she wanted to know why. Becca glanced between Jessa and Marley before she sighed. “I don’t mean to come across like that.” She turned to Marley, her gaze softening. “Gage is a really good guy, but he’s never been interested in relationships. Part of that was because of his time in the military, but I also thought it was because it didn’t come easy to him. He’s been through a lot the last few years. It’s big that he’s seeing anyone. He’s always been the one to be strong for anyone who needed him. I’m happy he’s found someone, but I’m pretty protective of him. I don’t want to see him get hurt. So if I seem uptight, it’s just because I’m not sure what he means to you. For what it’s worth, I don’t know what he’s said to you, but there isn’t a doubt in my mind that he loves you.”
Becca’s words hit Marley right in the heart, almost taking her breath away. Her mind spun. The idea that Gage might love her blew open the door she’d been barely holding closed in front of her heart. The idea of love danced at the edges of her thoughts whenever Gage passed through her mind, which was most of the time. But she hadn’t dared to allow herself to ponder it much. Because she still hadn’t wrapped her brain around the fact that she was falling hard and fast for Gage, she was perpetually trying to scramble for purchase so she could think things through. She felt so out of her depth with Gage. To hear Becca bluntly state that she believed Gage loved her brought hot tears to her eyes.
Marley took a gulp of air, finally looking up to meet Becca’s eyes. Becca seemed to see something there. She took a slow breath and nodded thoughtfully. “Well then, I guess I don’t need to worry about Gage.”
Jessa bumped her shoulder against Becca. “I told you she loved him. I could tell when we were at the airport.” Jessa grinned at Marley. “I did tell her, but Becca’s not very romantic. She told me I was being ridiculous.”
Becca rolled her eyes. She held Marley’s gaze, her eyes assessing. “I’m guessing Gage hasn’t mentioned he loves you?”
Marley shook her head, her heart pounding and her throat tight. She was fraught with hope and overwhelmed with her feelings. Questions tumbled through her mind, wondering what Becca meant when she said Gage had been through a lot.
Becca tilted her head. “He’s not the most expressive guy around. Give him time.”
Marley somehow regained the ability to speak. “What do you mean when you say Gage has been through a lot?”
Becca eyed her and even Jessa’s expression sobered. After a long silence, Becca spoke. “His best friend died while they were on a mission in Iraq. He barely talks about it. He can’t really because pretty much everything he did as a Navy SEAL was classified, but Matt’s death hit him hard.”
Jessa reached across the table and grabbed one of Marley’s hands, squeezing it in hers. “Gage might be the strong, silent type, but he cares a lot. He’s always been there for all of us. After Matt died, he got even more serious. He used to date here and there, but as far as we knew, he hasn’t dated anyone for the last few years. I didn’t see a spark in him until he started talking about moving up here after Gram died. He hadn’t known she still owned the lodge.” Jessa released Marley’s hand and glanced at Becca. “That’s why Becca’s been worried about him. I know you don’t know us that well, but it’s obvious to me he means a lot to you. I’m so happy he found you,” she said softly.
Marley’s throat tightened again. To consider what it must have been like for Gage to lose his best friend like that tore at her. As his sisters said, he wasn’t the most expressive guy. While Marley may have had her uncertainties about how he felt about her, she didn’t doubt he cared deeply about those who mattered to him. She cleared her throat. “I appreciate you letting me know a little about him. It helps me understand him,” she said softly. She turned to Becca. “I can promise you he means a lot to me. This whole thing with him kind of took me off guard, and I’m not so good at the relationship thing…”
Marley paused when Ginger arrived at their table. She bluntly interrupted Marley. “You mean you haven’t dated in almost a decade.”
Marley flushed and glared at Ginger. “We were having a serious conversation.” Marley turned to Becca and Jessa and gestured to Ginger. “This is my friend, Ginger. She’s kind of nosy.”
Ginger pulled her jacket off and sat down beside Marley, giving her a side hug. After a few moments of greetings and ordering food, Ginger zoomed back to the conversation she’d interrupted. “So, what this about you not being good at relationships? You seem to be doing just fine with Gage.”
Marley flushed while Jessa grinned. “We were just telling Marley how happy we are about her and Gage.”
Ginger glanced between them. “Join the club. I keep telling Marley to relax and accept the fact that Gage totally has the hots for her.”
Marley’s face was so hot, she thought she might melt. Right then, Gage walked into the restaurant from the kitchen. He slowly made his way across the room. His jeans hung low on his hips, his fitted cotton shirt lifting to reveal a flash of his rock-hard abs when he paused to straighten a chair at an empty table. He caught her eyes when he got closer to their table. Heat swirled in her center, butterflies massing in her belly. She couldn’t have looked away from his smoky gray gaze if her life depended on it.
“In case you were wondering how they felt about each other. I swear, one of these days they’re going to go up in flames in front of everyone,” Ginger commented wryly.
Jessa giggled, and even Becca chuckled. Marley fought her blush, but she knew it was hopeless. As Gage reached the table, Ginger quickly stood and grabbed a chair from a nearby table. She gestured for Gage to take her now empty seat beside Marley. Gage grinned at her and slid into the booth beside Marley. Ginger tugged her chair to the end of the booth.
Gage stretched his arm across the back of the booth, his hand resting at the base of Marley’s neck. A shiver ran through her at the subtle touch. She glanced up at Gage. “How’d the repairs go?”
Gage glanced down, his eyes banked with heat, his thumb lightly caressing her neck. “We got it running again. I’ll be buying another snowmobile though. We could use more than one around here. This one’s hanging in there, but it’s probably thirty years old.”
Conversation moved on with Ginger peppering Gage with questions about the lodge. At one point, Becca nodded approvingly at Gage. “Gotta say, Gage. I wasn’t so sure how you’d manage to get this place up and running this year, but you’ve pulled it off.”
Gage simply nodded, an excellent example of his tendency to be reserved. Marley knew this had been an old childhood dream, and he was on the cusp of making it come true. All he offered was a nod. Marley pondered the glimpse of Gage she’d learned from his sisters and rolled the word love around in her mind like a pebble in hand. Her feelings for him frightened her, mostly because he’d come to mean so much, so quickly. Her heart was all in, and her body was a magnet when it came to him. All he had to do was be near, and she spun to him, unable to hold back. To hear Becca state so bluntly that it was obvious Gage loved her…well, that had blown the hinges off of her heart.
Jessa insisted on a toast. “To my oldest brother: here’s to your dream coming true.” She paused and met Marley’s eyes. “And to love.”
Marley flushed straight through. She didn’t dare look at Gage and tried to control her expression, though her pulse ricocheted wildly. Glasses clinked and the hum of conversation carried on around them. Gage’s hand squeezed her neck softly, his calloused fingers idly toying with the collar of her shirt. A liquid hot shiver raced through her.
    
Gage lifted his glass in reply to Jessa’s toast and kept his expression neutral. Jessa had taken every opportunity since she’d arrived to proclaim how perfect Marley was for him. Jessa was the most expressive of all of his siblings—the emotional weathervane in the family. She knew him well enough to know he didn’t do so well with blatant expressions of emotion, so he sensed she’d decided it was her job to make sure he realized how amazing Marley was. He hadn’t the heart to point out to Jessa she didn’t need to do any convincing. Barely a moment passed that he wasn’t thinking about Marley. He was relieved at how much he had to do during his waking hours, or he’d likely have driven himself to the edge with Marley dancing in his thoughts at all times. His body functioned on high idle around her, always on the edge of arousal with flat-out lust surging whenever she was close.
For example, right now she sat quietly beside him in the booth. His sisters and Ginger chattered away and the restaurant buzzed around them as it slowly filled with people. For all his body cared, they were in the middle of nowhere by themselves. He couldn’t keep his hands from touching her someway, somehow, so he resigned himself to stroke the soft skin at the back of her neck. Her thigh was warm against his. His cock was rock hard and conveniently hidden by the table. He’d have to dredge up the fortitude to will his arousal away before he stood up. The temptation to rub his hand along her thigh was so great, he had to grit his teeth. The only thing stopping him was that he knew if he touched her somewhere his hand couldn’t be seen, he’d be unable to resist the urge to tease her. He wasn’t opposed to public displays of affection, but he wasn’t about to go there with the close audience of his sisters and Marley’s best friend.
He dared to glance at Marley and closed his eyes at the sight of the flush on her cheeks and the freckles scattered across her skin. In his mind’s eyes, he could see the patterns of freckles randomly strewn on her body and how much he enjoyed mapping her body with his mouth meandering along the path of her freckles. Jessa had declared she believed he was in love with Marley, and he supposed he was. Love was a foreign language for him. It also hadn’t had any part in his plans. He thought perhaps he needed to find a way to tell Marley how he felt. He was working up to that.
In the meantime, he was restless because Aidan had no news yet. Impatient, Gage had called him this morning to find out the meeting Aidan had with the lead detective had been rescheduled to this afternoon. Gage had called right before he came to dinner, only to get Aidan’s voice mail. Gage’s thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of their food. He ate mostly with one hand, reluctant to break the link of his touch with Marley.
A while later, he walked through the trees with Marley to her cabin. Though it was dark, an almost full moon offered a silvery walk through the forest. The snow glowed softly under the moon. When they reached her cabin, Marley quickly got to work starting a fire after they kicked their boots off and hung their jackets. Gage had arranged for Jessa and Becca to stay in the private apartment at the lodge and set aside some rooms for the rest of his family. He’d actually had to turn away a few reservations, but he didn’t care. He was bound and determined to have his entire family at Last Frontier Lodge for this Christmas.
Becca had arched a brow when he’d explained he was staying at Marley’s, while Jessa had squealed and hugged him. Becca tended to be reserved and skeptical, particularly when it came to relationships. She’d been burned badly by her last relationship when her fiancée had dumped her a mere two days before their wedding. Gage didn’t know all of the details, but he knew Becca’s skepticism when it came to relationships had grown exponentially after that. He had his own tendency to be reserved, so he’d merely shrugged and insisted he’d be staying with Marley.
He turned and looked over at Marley. She was bending over to place a log in the woodstove, her lush bottom tempting him. He started walking toward her when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He almost ignored it when he remembered Aidan should be calling. Slipping his phone out, he glanced at the screen. At the sight of Aidan’s name, he answered.
“Hey, what’s the update?”
“Hey, nice to talk to you too. I’m doing great, how are you?” Aidan asked sarcastically.
“Fine, fine. Don’t mean to be rude, but I figured you’re calling for a reason, so let’s get to the point.”
Aidan chuckled. “Right. The deal is Kent Walker has a problem, namely that he’s been having an affair with one of the higher ups at a main competitor of Tech Synergy’s. That itself isn’t much of a thing, except for the fact that it appears he was leaking project data to her, so they could try to win a few contracts out from under Tech Synergy. Kent doesn’t know we know this, but one of my guys tracked down the data Kent thinks Marley has and it’s got his fingerprints all over it, including his emails with the woman in question. I’m not sure why he was stupid enough to purposefully save the data that would show the trail, but he did. They broke up, and she went to the police when he tried to blackmail her. Problem is, he lost the flash drive. Why he thinks Marley ever had it, we’re not really sure.”
Gage swore savagely, and Marley closed the woodstove door and swung around to him, her eyes questioning. Gage took a breath and reined in the fury that welled inside. He held Marley’s gaze, mentally warring with himself. He wanted to stay here with her, but he couldn’t keep sitting this out. He needed to get to Seattle. He had to see this through. “Okay, I’m coming down tomorrow.”
“Figured you’d say that. I’ll pick you up at the airport.” Aidan started to say something else and then paused.
“What?” Gage asked.
“Well, the detective asked if we thought Marley would be willing to come in for another interview. They’re pretty sure Kent was responsible for her robbery, but they’re not sure if it was him, or if he had someone else do it. They’d like to question her again to see if she has any details they missed. I’m not sure how you feel about that.”
Gage’s heart clenched. He glanced to Marley again who watched him silently. Every fiber of his being wanted to protect her from this, to keep her away from Seattle, a place he knew she’d been relieved to leave. But he knew she wouldn’t appreciate his interference. She might decide not to go on her own, but it would be her decision, not his. He forced himself to take a breath. “Let me talk to her about it and let you know. Okay?”
“Of course,” Aidan said quickly. “How about you text me your arrival time once you have it?”
“You got it. See you then.” Gage ended the call and tossed his phone on the counter nearby.
Marley took a step toward him and stopped. “Who was that?”
“Aidan.”
“Oh, um, what did he say?”
Gage found himself fighting to keep his expression in check and his emotions under control. Years of automatic discipline were weak against the depth of protectiveness he felt for Marley. He didn’t want to tell her the police wanted to interview her again, didn’t want to tell her a man she knew was most likely responsible for her robbery and assault, and desperately didn’t want to see any fear flash in her eyes. But he knew this had to be her decision, no matter how much he wanted to shield her from it.
“The police want to interview you again.” He forced the words out.
Marley’s eyes widened, the fear he hadn’t wanted to see flickering. But she lifted her chin and held his gaze. “Why?”
“Because they think Kent is responsible for the robbery and assault, but they’re not sure if he did it himself, or if he had someone else do it.”
“What?! I don’t understand, why…”
Gage quickly summarized what Aidan had shared. Marley leaned against the couch, her arms wrapped around her waist. Gage’s throat was tight, his heart knotted with worry. He hated having to tell her any of this. He wanted to go to Seattle, smash Kent’s face in and do everything in his power to wipe Marley’s memories clean.
He stepped in front of her and curled his hands on her shoulders, slowly pulling her toward him. Her arms fell and she stepped into his embrace. He could feel the tension coiled in her body. He stroked his hands up and down her back, willing her to relax. The heat from the woodstove gradually permeated the cabin. He felt her slowly ease. She finally pulled back and lifted her head. Her gaze speared him right in his heart. In that split second, he knew what he felt was love and he could hardly bear it. Now wasn’t the time to say something, so he held his silence, his body thrumming with emotion.
Marley took a slow breath, her expression becoming curious. “It’s funny. There were a few rumors at the office about someone maybe passing code onto that company. But there was always talk like that. There were so many start ups, so many projects in development. I can’t believe it was actually happening. What was Kent thinking, saving all those emails and data on a flash drive? They’re so easy to lose. And why did he think I had it?”
Gage eyed her, relieved she seemed to be okay. “Damned if I know. Aidan said the two things they don’t know yet are why Kent thought you might have the flash drive and if he did the robbery himself, or had someone else do it.”
Cold fury knotted in Gage’s gut every time he thought about what happened to Marley. He remembered Don’s description that she’d been pistol whipped before the man tore her apartment to pieces. He closed his eyes and wrestled his emotions under control. Marley didn’t need him punching the walls like he wanted to now. He needed to keep it together until he was somewhere he could actually do something.
“I’ll go,” Marley said abruptly.
“To Seattle?” Gage reminded himself it needed to be her decision, but he was unprepared for how much he didn’t want her to go. He wanted her to stay safe here in Diamond Creek.
Marley was unaware of his internal battle when she nodded quickly. “Yup. Will you come with me?”
“Of course! I just told Aidan I was going there myself. I was trying to figure out how to explain it to you. There’s no way I’d let you go down there by yourself.”
Marley reached up and ran her fingers through his hair. “Good.” She paused and tilted her head. “What about Becca and Jessa?”
“They’ll understand. We’ll go down tomorrow morning and fly back the next morning.” He knew his sisters would understand if he explained.
Marley held his eyes for a long moment, her expression soft. “Okay.” She stepped out of his arms and walked to her desk. “Let’s make reservations now,” she said, grabbing her laptop and pulling up a travel website.
Gage rested on the pillows hours later, Marley soft and lush in his arms. He stroked a hand through her hair, marveling at how little control he had when it came to her. He’d climbed in bed tonight, telling himself he could manage one night without the sense-stealing, breathtaking sex that left him gutted at the bare intimacy of it. He was just catching his breath now, his mantra useless against the thread of desire that stitched tighter and tighter between them every day. He glanced down. Her head rested on his shoulders, her auburn hair spread in a tangle. Moonlight cast a beam across the bed, gilding her skin with its silvery light. He closed his eyes and willed himself to sleep, wondering how he was going to keep it together tomorrow. He’d never once questioned his ability to keep his emotions under control in a tense situation. But then, he’d never been in love before.



CHAPTER 19
M arley walked at Gage’s side through Pike Place Market. They’d landed in Seattle late this morning and were scheduled to meet with the police this afternoon. She wanted to spend some time with him in one of her favorite places in Seattle, so she’d dragged him here for lunch and a meander through the market. They were heading back toward the hotel now to meet with Aidan. She glanced up at Gage, her heart squeezing with emotion suddenly. They were having a simple, everyday moment, and yet, the joy she felt at being with him came so naturally that it blew her away. His chocolate hair was damp from the soft mist falling. He’d eschewed a raincoat and sauntered at her side, his warm hand laced in hers. She still couldn’t quite believe he wanted her. As they walked along, plenty of women gave him a second look, some blatant. She couldn’t help the curl of jealousy. She wanted to wave their eyes away and stamp him as hers and hers only. His body was all muscle, his smoky gray gaze sent sparks skittering along her veins with the slightest glance.
He looked down at her, his mouth quirking before he stopped abruptly and turned to her.Without a word, he leaned forward and molded his lips over hers. In the middle of a busy sidewalk with people parting around them, Gage kissed her senseless. He swept his tongue inside her mouth, cupping her cheek with his hand. As swiftly as it began, it ended. He pulled away, his eyes intent on her. His thumb lightly coasted across the pulse beating wildly in her neck. He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them again, Marley thought she saw a flash of uncertainty in them.
“Let’s get to the hotel,” he said gruffly.
Moments later, they walked through the lobby. Marley pulled her raincoat off and gave it a shake while they waited for the elevator. She heard Gage’s name and turned toward the voice to see a man walking in their direction. He was tall, dark and solid as a rock. She figured he must be Aidan, who Gage had explained was a former team member from his Navy SEAL days and ran his own private security company now.
Gage grinned and tugged Aidan into a swift hug when he reached them. “Hey man, good to see you.” Gage turned and slipped his arm around Marley’s waist. “This is Marley.”
Aidan’s blue eyes crinkled when he smiled at Marley. He held a hand out. “Hello Marley. Nice to meet the woman who’s stolen Gage’s heart.”
Marley shook his hand, which was so large it literally engulfed hers. Though she’d never have considered Gage short by any means, Aidan towered over her and topped Gage. With Gage at roughly six feet, she figured Aidan had to have a good four plus inches on him. Gage chuckled softly at Aidan’s comment, while Marley frantically wondered if it was true, or if Aidan was casually teasing.
“Nice to meet you too. I don’t know how to thank you…”
Aidan glanced to Gage and back at her. “No need to thank me. Gage is the one who asked me to help, so if you want to thank someone, thank him. I’m happy to help and damn glad we actually got somewhere.”
The elevator binged and opened. Aidan gestured for them to go in first. “Let’s get somewhere private to talk.”
After they got to their hotel room, Marley pushed the curtains back and glanced out over the Seattle skyline. Her old apartment was a few blocks away. She’d been worried about how she’d feel coming back here, but her anxiety was lessened significantly with Gage by her side. The skyline was fuzzy in the misty rain, but she could see the Space Needle in the distance and boats in Puget Sound. She took a breath and turned back to Gage and Aidan who were sitting at a small round table. She joined them, and Gage immediately placed his hand on her thigh, its warm heat comforting and stimulating at once. Now was definitely not the time to get worked up over Gage, but his kiss had stirred up the ever-present charge between them. Not to mention that all he had to do was exist in space near her, and that hot, electric charge slid through her veins. She took a breath and focused on the moment.
Aidan turned to her, his blue eyes sharp and assessing. “How are you feeling about this?”
“Okay, I guess. I mean, not great, but it’d be weird if I felt good about it. It’s not talking to the police, it’s just the whole thing. Has anyone actually talked to Kent?”
Aidan shook his head. “The plan is for the police to interview you and see if anything comes up that might give them some clues about the robbery. Then they plan to bring Kent in for questioning. I can sit with you during the interview with them…”
Gage cut Aidan off. “I’ll be there too.” His eyes were dark when he spoke.
Aidan looked at Gage and back at Marley. “Gage, I know you want to be there, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
“Why?” Gage all but barked his question.
Marley’s stomach churned. She’d somehow managed to tamp down her anxiety about why she was here most of last night and this morning. She’d shrouded herself in a cloud of denial. Discussing what was coming brought her feelings to the fore. She couldn’t quite believe Kent would have gone so far as to assault and rob her, but the fact was someone had. Her heart raced and her skin got clammy. She remembered what her therapist had told her—to let the feelings happen and find something to anchor her to the present moment. Her therapist had told her that her body would eventually convince her mind that the fear wasn’t coming to fruition in the present moment, but that it would take practice and patience. She focused on the feel of Gage’s hand on her leg and let the feelings pass through her. Right now, she was safe here beside Gage. She glanced at Gage who was glaring at Aidan.
“Look man, I get why you want to be in the interview with Marley, but she needs to not be worried about how you’re feeling. And I know you’ll be feeling something. You have every right to be furious at the guy who robbed and assaulted her, but the police need to be able to interview her without you unintentionally affecting her.” Aidan paused and glanced at Marley. “Any thoughts on this?”
Marley appreciated that he was including her. She looked to Gage and reached for his hand. He took a slow breath, but remained silent. “Much as I want you right there with me, it’s probably better if you’re not. I already went through these interviews a few times, unless they plan to do something differently, they’ll basically walk me through what I remember. I don’t want to hold back anything unconsciously. You have no idea how much it means to me that you’re helping with this. But if you start to get upset at what you hear, I’ll be worried about you.”
Gage held her gaze and swore softly. He turned to Aidan. “You promise I can wait right outside the room and you’ll get me right away if she needs me?”
Aidan nodded firmly. “Absolutely.”
Gage squeezed her hand and nodded firmly. “I don’t like it, but I get it. What’s the timeframe on when they’ll interview Kent? I want to be there for that.”
Aidan shrugged. “That depends. They don’t want to tip him off, so it’ll depend on if they can reach him right away for questioning. The lead detective’s been great. He’ll keep us in the loop every step of the way. They’ve got an angle beyond this they’re working with him. The woman he had an affair with has reported he’s been stalking her and making threats ever since she broke it off with him. Sounds like Kent’s pretty pissed off that he’s not getting a kickback for passing on data to her anymore.”
Fear threaded through Marley. As disgusted as she was to learn what Kent had done, the more she learned about him, the more he frightened her. She only hoped the police would be able to arrest him soon. The conversation moved on to lighter matters with Aidan discussing when he might be able to come to Last Frontier Lodge for a visit.
    
Gage waited outside the room where the police were interviewing Marley. While his mind was fully aware of why it wouldn’t be helpful for him to be present during the interview, his emotions emphatically disagreed. After years of missions as a Navy SEAL, he knew damn well it was never a good idea for emotions to be in charge, but when it came to Marley, his definitely were. The only thing keeping him out of that room was the knowledge that Aidan was there with her. He trusted Aidan completely and knew Aidan would come get him if needed. Right before Marley had walked in the room, she’d squeezed his hand and met his eyes. Her clear, forest green gaze nearly undid him right then and there. She was trying so hard to be strong.
He checked his watch. It had only been fifteen minutes. He shackled his emotions and leaned his head against the wall. He was good at waiting and would wait as long as he had to. His phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out to see Becca’s number flash on the screen.
“Hey Becca. What’s up?”
“Just calling to check in. We’re wondering how Marley’s doing.”
Gage smiled to himself. After he’d filled Jessa and Becca in, they’d emphatically supported his decision to go with her to Seattle. Becca had gone into her protective bear mode, as she was prone to doing. As a prosecutor, she specialized in cases involving victims of violent crimes. Her skepticism about Marley, already waning, had dissolved in the face of a cause. Marley had become her personal cause for the moment. She’d contacted the police this morning to get an update herself and demand that they make sure Marley was provided with all the support she needed.
“Marley’s doing just fine. Thanks for asking. Honestly, I’m in worse shape than she is. They didn’t think it was a great idea for me to be in the interview room with her since I might have some feelings about the situation, so I’m stuck waiting.”
Becca chuckled. “Wow, you really love her, don’t you?”
Gage thought perhaps he should argue the point with Becca, but it seemed silly. He wasn’t the most comfortable with expressing his feelings, but it didn’t dilute their depth. He sighed. “Yeah, pretty much. Not so sure what to do about it.”
He could feel Becca’s smile through the phone when she spoke. “Seems like you’re doing what you need to do. If you ask me, she loves you too.”
He couldn’t help the uncertainty that flared in his heart. He was truly walking on foreign ground with Marley. He’d never once in his life experienced uncertainty when it came to a woman. He’d always been confident that he didn’t want serious emotional entanglements, so he didn’t have them. It had been simple and clean that way. Then he met Marley. All the rules he’d lived by went out the window with her. He was so rattled by how much she meant to him, he didn’t know how to talk to her about it. To say he was out of practice was an understatement. He hadn’t had any practice at this kind of thing. He took a slow breath.
“You think so, huh?”
“As much as I can guess based on how she looks when she talks about you and when you get anywhere near her. She lights up like a top. I’ve only known her a few days, and I’m the first person to be skeptical, but you two are so obvious, it almost hurts to watch.”
“I know I don’t talk much about stuff like this…”
Becca interjected. “I’d say it’s more that you never talked much about stuff like this because you’ve never had stuff like this in your life,” she countered with a soft chuckle.
“Any advice?”
“Tell her how you feel. Maybe not today because you two have a lot of other things to focus on, but soon.”
“That simple, huh?”
“In some ways, it is,” she said softly.
“Okay.” They sat quietly on the phone for a long moment.
Becca spoke again. “Will you call us when you have an update?”
Gage was touched at Becca’s concern for Marley, but he shouldn’t have been surprised. Becca thrived when she had someone to focus on, someone to worry about. He chuckled this time. “Of course. You know we’re flying back tomorrow morning, right?”
“Of course. We’re picking you up at the airport. But a lot can happen between now and then.”
“So true, so true.” Gage said goodbye and hung up. He flipped the phone idly in his hand, considering his conversation with Becca. He knew she was right, but he wasn’t so sure she could quite comprehend how out of his depth he was with Marley. He thought back on the many times he’d teased his team members for losing their heads over a woman and felt like he should call in a few apologies. He’d been utterly oblivious to the cataclysmic effects of falling in love. Marley had been nowhere near the map he’d created for his life when he planned his move to Diamond Creek to reopen Last Frontier Lodge. Now, he couldn’t imagine life without her.
With a sigh, he leaned his head against the wall again, wondering when Marley would be out. As if he’d conjured her, the door to the interview room opened and she walked out, Aidan close behind her. Gage stood and turned to her. Her eyes were shuttered and tired. She looked on edge. He started toward her, but she waved him away.
“Where’s the restroom?” she asked abruptly.
Aidan pointed down the hall, and she walked briskly to the restroom and pushed through the door. Gage turned to Aidan. “Is she okay?”
Aidan shrugged. “You know her much better than I do. She handled the interview okay, but it’s not an easy subject. I’m not sure how much she’s told you.”
“She glossed over the details. I heard more from a family friend and another friend of hers. Not that it wouldn’t bother me, but if it was just a robbery, it’d be a lot easier to stomach. The guy pistol whipped her and threw her in a corner though—every time I think about that part, I almost blow my lid.” Gage marshaled his composure, calling on his reserves to keep it together. He met Aidan’s eyes. “Anything new come out of it?”
“Maybe a few details. I’m gonna pop back in and see what they have to say now, but I wanted to walk her out here. If you wait here, I’ll update you.”
Gage nodded and watched Aidan walk back into the interview room where the detectives were waiting. He glanced down the hall, impatient for Marley to return. A few minutes ticked by and then she came through the door and walked toward him. She stopped in front of him, and he felt the tension radiating from her. His throat tight, he stepped to her and pulled her into his arms.
“I’m fine,” she said, her voice muffled against his shoulder.
She leaned her head back to look up at him. Her eyes were still tired, but her gaze was softer, less edgy than it had been when she first came out.
“Let’s sit down,” she said tugging him by the hand.
He joined her, his arm firmly around her shoulders. “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Not much to say really. I’m glad you’re here.” She took a quick breath. “Aidan said he’d check with them and let me know what’s next.”
“He will,” Gage said firmly.
They waited quietly while Gage grappled with a new reality for him. There was a time when he couldn’t have fathomed that his emotions would run the show, but the opposite was true now. With Marley, how he felt drove everything he did.
It wasn’t too long before Aidan stepped out with the lead detective, Officer Phillips. Officer Phillips reported only that he’d head out with a partner later this afternoon to bring Kent in for questioning. After they departed, Aidan offered additional details, namely that Marley had been able to confirm a scar she’d seen on her assailant’s hand. What she hadn’t known was that it matched a scar on Kent’s hand.
Up to that point, Gage had somehow managed to keep his fury toward Kent in check. But when suspicion ballooned into reality, the fury thundered back. He stood up and started down the hall, Aidan on his heels and Marley running after both of them.



CHAPTER 20
M arley ran into the parking garage, racing to catch up to Gage and Aidan. As she came around the corner to the row of cars where they’d parked their rental car, she saw Gage paused by the car. The driver’s side door was open and he was poised to climb in. Aidan was saying something, but Gage looked past him, his eyes locking onto her. He waited until she reached his side.
Out of breath, she came to a halt and gulped in air. “Gage, where are you going?”
He reached over, his hand threading into her hair. He tugged her close for a quick, searing kiss and then pulled back, his hand sliding out of her hair and cupping her cheek. “Stay with Aidan. I’m going to take care of something.”
Marley stared at him. “Don’t go after Kent,” she said, afraid that was his intent.
Gage held her gaze, his gray eyes flashing like lightning. “You don’t need to worry about me doing anything stupid, but I’ll make sure Kent never hurts you again.”
Before she could open her mouth to reply, he swung away and slammed the car door shut, shifting into reverse and peeling out of the parking garage. Marley turned to Aidan.
“Let’s go,” she said. All she could think was they had to follow Gage and stop him. What she knew about Kent at this point scared her, and she didn’t want Gage putting himself in the middle.
Aidan glanced down at her, his blue eyes assessing. “No,” he said flatly.
Marley tried to argue the point, but Aidan was implacable. He escorted her back to their hotel room and sat quietly at the table while she paced back and forth. His phone rang. After he glanced at the screen, he looked to her.
“I need to take this. I’ll be in the hall. You okay for a few minutes?”
Marley nodded. She felt tossed and turned inside with the tumult of emotions inside. She was dealing with the aftermath of once again recounting the events the night of the robbery, along with coming to terms that it was becoming frighteningly real that a man she’d known had robbed and assaulted her. On top of that, she was worried about Gage. He’d felt coiled so tight at the police station, she thought he might explode. Energy came off of him in waves.
There was a sharp knock at the door. Marley swung the door open, assuming it was Aidan. Her heart froze when she saw Kent in the doorway. He looked ragged. His dark blonde hair was mussed, his tie loosened and his jacket hanging open. She gasped. Without a word, Kent pushed into her, kicking the door shut behind him. She tried to scream, but her voice was trapped. Kent shoved her against the wall, his elbow pressing against her throat.
“You stupid fucking bitch! Who the hell did you send to my house?”
Fear crashed through her. She felt frozen inside—all she could manage was to shake her head. Kent shoved her again, the pressure against her throat crushing. She struggled to breathe. Her vision blurred and she lost focus. Kent kept ranting and swearing, but she couldn’t hear. All she could think was she wished she’d told Gage she loved him.
There was a bang against the door. Suddenly the pressure on her throat disappeared when the door crashed open, the frame splintering as it did. Gage plowed into Kent. She collapsed against the wall, gulping air in. In a blur, Gage grabbed Kent by the collar, yanking him off his feet and throwing him up against the wall. Aidan was right behind Gage. He kicked the broken door shut and stood in front of it.
Gage held Kent against the wall almost effortlessly. His gray eyes were flat as he stared at Kent. Kent struggled against Gage’s grip. “Who the hell are you?”
“Doesn’t matter who I am.” Gage’s voice was low and laced with fury.
Kent glanced at Aidan and over to Marley, his eyes wild.
Aidan said nothing. Marley stared at Kent, the fear still pounding through her, but slowly abating now that Gage and Aidan were here. “Why are you here?” she finally asked, wondering how Kent had known she was here in this particular hotel room.
“I need that fucking flash drive!”
Gage tightened his grip on Kent’s shirt, shoving him harder against the wall. He glanced at Marley and nodded, making her realize he was giving her the chance to ask questions if she chose.
She looked at Kent, her stomach queasy. “How come you’ve been pretending like those emails were from HR if they were from you?”
“Because I need the damn flash drive, that’s why.”
Marley realized Kent was still oblivious to the ongoing police investigation and unaware he was already facing legal trouble.
“Why do you think I have the flash drive?”
“Because I hid it in your damn apartment, that’s why. The last time you were out of town and Becky watered your plants, I went with her. I needed to make sure it was somewhere safe. Your apartment was perfect because no one would connect it to me. What the hell did you do with it?”
Marley shook her head slowly, glancing between Aidan and Gage before looking back at Kent. Gage still held him easily, almost casually. At a glance, Aidan appeared to be lounging against the hotel room door, but she knew he was ready to back Gage up in a split second if needed.
“I didn’t do anything with it. I never knew it was there. Where did you hide it?”
“Inside your dictionary. You had it way up on the top shelf, so I figured you didn’t use it much.” Kent kicked against Gage. “Who the hell are you? You showed up at my house. That’s how I found Marley. By following you back here, dumbass.”
Gage’s nostrils flared, but he barely moved as he pressed his forearm against Kent’s throat. He remained silent and nodded to Marley to continue.
“Well, no wonder you couldn’t find it when you robbed my place. I took a load of books to the big library sale a few weeks before. Your flash drive went with them.” Marley paused as she considered her next question. She glanced to Aidan. “How much does he know?” she asked, angling her head toward Kent.
“Doesn’t matter. Say whatever you want.”
“Why did you have to hurt me?” Marley asked, fighting the rush of anxiety that welled inside. She reminded herself she was safe now. Gage and Aidan wouldn’t let anything happen.
Kent slammed his head against the wall, struggling against Gage. Gage swiftly slammed back. Marley wondered if Gage would tire, but he seemed too amped up for that to happen.
“You weren’t supposed to be there,” Kent choked out. “If you hadn’t shown up, it would have been no big deal. I just needed that flash drive back.”
Marley felt sick as she stared at Kent. “But why?”
“Because it had info I needed to keep. That’s all,” Kent said flatly.
He suddenly arched his back and kicked out, managing to break free from Gage’s grip. As Kent stumbled to the floor and attempted to bolt past Gage, Gage leaned back and drove his fist into Kent’s face. Aidan’s only move was to straighten his stance. He completely blocked the door, so there was no way for Kent to easily leave. Kent fell against the wall and tried to swing at Gage, but missed completely. Gage grabbed him by the collar again and held him high. “Here’s the deal: you just gave us exactly what we need to make sure you’re locked up. And this is for Marley.” He drove his fist into Kent’s face again, literally pulling Kent forward into his fist as he did. Blood spurted from Kent’s nose. Gage pulled his arm back again when there was a pounding on the door, the police announcing their presence.
Gage dropped his arm, but didn’t release Kent. The police barged into the room, immediately taking over and cuffing Kent. Marley was separated from Gage and Aidan as they were respectively questioned. Much later, after they’d returned to the police station for more follow up, Marley walked back into the hotel room with Gage. He’d called ahead and asked the hotel to clean their room. The door had already been repaired and the room was tidy. Marley tossed her jacket and purse in a chair and sat on the edge of the bed with a sigh.
Gage had been quiet to the point of brooding ever since the incident with Kent. He threw his jacket on top of hers and walked to the window, his hands tucked in his pockets. She considered what to say. In a few short hours, the weight of her robbery and assault had been lifted since she now knew for certain who had done it and why. She would still be stuck with the aftereffects, but at least she no longer had to wonder. Her body was tired and wired at once. Emotionally, she was overwhelmed. She didn’t know how to thank Gage, as he’d been the one to ask for Aidan’s help and had stepped in without hesitation today.
She was nervous and uncertain why he was so quiet and withdrawn. It was enough that she was stumbling about while her feelings for him grew by the day. His actions the past few days wound the invisible threads between them tighter. She couldn’t quite fathom what to do with her feelings. She recalled Becca’s comment that it was clear Gage loved her. Marley watched him, her heart in her throat.
“Gage.”
He turned away from the window, his eyes immediately on her. His expression was guarded.
“Are you okay?” She forced herself to speak, even though she was nervous.
He nodded sharply. “Are you?”
She held his gaze, willing her nerves to settle, as she stood and approached him. “I’m fine. Thank you for everything today. If it wasn’t for you and Aidan, I don’t know if we’d ever have found out what happened.”
She stepped in front of him and gasped when he tugged her close, engulfing her in a tight embrace. She tucked her head into his shoulder and just held on. She could feel his heartbeat, beating in time with hers. Tension hummed in his body, his muscles were taut, his breathing labored. She pulled back and glanced up. His smoky eyes met hers. He loosened his hold and stroked a hand up her back. “You don’t need to thank me,” he said, his voice gravelly.
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
His shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. “Yeah. Sorry if I seem tense. It took everything I had not to beat Kent senseless. The only thing holding me back was knowing it wouldn’t do you any good for me to be sitting in jail alongside him. Not to mention, I knew Aidan wouldn’t let me do anything stupid, and he’s strong enough to stop me if he had to,” he said wryly.
Marley’s pulse ricocheted wildly when Gage looked back down at her. He cleared his throat. “I’m used to being in control. When it comes to you, not so much. I love you, you know.”
His words, gruff with a tinge of vulnerability, seared through her. Her heart swelled and tears filled her eyes. His somber, austere expression softened as he brought a hand around and stroked his thumb across the tear that rolled down her cheek. She tried to speak, but no words came out. Joy crashed through her in a wave. She reached up, cupping his face in her hands, and smiled through her tears. “I love you too…I’ve been wondering what to do about that.” Shyness followed her words. Her hands slid down his cheeks, coming to rest on his chest. His heart thudded against her palm.
Gage’s mouth quirked in a small smile. “Well, that’s good to know. I, uh, don’t have too much experience with this kind of thing. I figured since I almost lost my mind over you today, I might as well get over myself and tell you how I felt.”
She bit her lip as she studied him. This man, so strong, so sexy and so handsome, had stolen her heart. Seeing him look vulnerable tugged at her deep inside. She curled her hand around the back of his neck and pulled him down to meet her for a kiss.
    
Marley caught her bottom lip with her teeth, and Gage thought he might explode. He wasn’t sure how declarations of love were supposed to go, but all he wanted right now was to bury himself so deep inside of her, he forgot where she began and he ended. He’d spent the entire afternoon on edge, barely able to keep himself sane. When he saw Kent pinning Marley to the wall, rage had almost blinded him. It had taken every ounce of willpower he had to remember he needed to keep it together for Marley. He was relieved beyond measure Aidan had been present because he’d known he could count on Aidan to make sure things didn’t go too far.
He was so proud of Marley. She’d kept it together through everything today. He looked down at her. Her forest green eyes were bright with tears. He hadn’t counted on her telling him she loved him, but when she said the words, his heart felt like it was going to explode. When she tugged him down for a kiss, he let go.
He dove into the warm sweetness of her mouth, delving and stroking, savoring the wild tangle with her tongue. He laced a hand in her hair while the other stroked down her back and cupped her lush bottom, pulling her against his arousal. She gasped in his mouth, and he tore his lips free, pausing for a moment to look at her. Her eyes were pools of heat, her lips kiss-swollen, and her cheeks flushed. Lust surged inside, tightening its hold on him. He traced her mouth with his thumb. Her breath came out in gasp, and he was lost. He wanted to taste every inch of her. He molded his mouth over hers again for a deep, hot kiss before nipping her earlobe, savoring the shiver that followed. He tore at her blouse as his lips traveled down the side of her neck and traced the edge of her collarbone. When a button caught, he tore at the fabric, swearing until it gave, the button tearing out and bouncing against the wall.
Her lacy black bra awaited him. Glimpses of her pink nipples teased him through the lace. He closed his mouth over one, groaning against her when she arched into him and whispered his name. He teased her nipples until the lace was drenched and they were hard and pebbled. Shoving her blouse off of her shoulders, he finally flicked the clasp between her breasts. The coil of longing tightened inside when her full breasts tumbled free. He cupped them in his hands, rolling her nipples in his fingers. Her breath was ragged as she arched into his hands. He took a step back and she followed, shoving his shirt up. He reached behind his head, lifting it off in one move.
Marley stepped closer and ran her hands up his chest before dragging them back down to stroke his arousal. He was so hard, he could have come right then and there, but he latched onto his control, his breath hissing through his teeth when she unbuttoned his fly and curled a palm around his cock. He walked backwards until his knees bumped against the bed. Sitting, he pulled her between his legs and drew a nipple into his mouth again. He toyed with the other as he sucked and nipped, alternating between them until she was gasping and writhing against him. Lust drummed through him and longing lashed at him as he paused to look at her. Her auburn hair was rumpled, her lips kiss swollen, and her skin dewy. He traced the paths of freckles dotting her skin and almost lost it when her breath hitched.
Gage tore at her jeans and shoved them down around her ankles. Marley kicked them out of the way and stood bare before him save her black lace panties. He’d come to know that while she tended to dress practically, she had a penchant for black lace, which nearly drove him mad. He cupped her mound with his palm and then stroked his thumb across the lace, his cock tightening at the moisture. He moved swiftly, lifting her and turning so she lay before him. Her breasts rose and fell with her ragged breathing. Hooking a finger over the edge of her thong, he dragged it off. He tugged on her knees until her bottom rested against the edge of the bed.
She pushed herself up and began to shove his jeans down.
“Not yet,” he said, his voice breaking.
Marley paused and looked up at him, the bare longing in her gaze nearly breaking his control. He knelt between her knees and placed a palm between her breasts. She started to protest and then he stroked a finger through her folds, drenched with her desire. She arched and cried out, falling back against the bed. He set out to memorize every inch of the center of her, tracing her folds with his finger and then stroking in and out of her channel, which throbbed around his touch. She writhed and flexed against his hand and cried out again when he brought his mouth to her. She brought him to the very edge of his control when she arched into his mouth. He forced himself to hold on because he meant for her to climb higher than she ever had. He kept up a relentless pace of strokes, his fingers and tongue delving into her channel, coasting over her clit until she pleaded with him. When he felt her begin to convulse around his fingers, he dragged his tongue across her clit and brought it into his mouth with just enough suction that she screamed and came apart against his mouth. He slowed his stroking until her hips relaxed.
Only then did he stand. She lay before him—rosy, scattered with freckles and flushed all over. She leaned up on her elbows and met his eyes, hers dark with passion. Holding her gaze, he shoved his jeans down, stepping out of them as he knelt on the bed.
    
Marley felt the mattress give under Gage’s weight when his knee came down on the bed. His smoky gaze held her. He’d just brought her to a mind-shattering climax, leaving her almost limp in the aftermath. But when she’d looked up to find him standing and shoving his jeans down, desire kept beating its drum. He stood bare before her, his body sheer perfection—hard, bronzed muscle. When he leaned forward, she moved swiftly, shimmying out from under him, shoving him down and straddling him. In the tangle, she rested atop, her wet center astride his hard shaft. His breath came in sharply when he met her eyes. Though she was desperate to feel him inside of her, she forced herself to hold still and began to roll her hips back and forth slowly. The feel of him against her almost brought her to another orgasm, but she held on.
Gage brought a hand up, curling it around her neck and slowly pulling her forward. His lips caught hers in a searing kiss, breaking away when he slid his hand between them and poised his cock to rest in her folds. He held her by the hip in his iron grip.
“Marley…”
She dragged her eyes open to meet his gaze.
“Now,” he whispered fiercely.
He surged into her, driving deeply. She cried out, pleasure rippling through her as he filled her and stretched her. He loosened his grip and she began to move, sliding up and down the length of him. They fell into a rhythm, his hand curled on her hip as she rode him. She rolled up and down the length of him, savoring how he filled and stretched her. His breathing became more ragged, his hips rising to meet hers. Everything blurred, but the feel of him inside her. She raced toward the edge, pleasure spiking higher and higher with each driving thrust. She forced herself to hold on until she felt him arch more deeply into her, driving to the hilt. The delicious pressure broke free and she came apart, shuddering around him as he cried out. His arms came around her and he pulled her down against his chest. She was wrung through and fell against him.
She felt the beat of his heart against her. She tucked her head in the crook of his shoulder. His palm stroked in slow circles on her back as their breathing slowed. After several long moments, she lifted her head. His eyes opened. With a hint of a grin, he smoothed her hair with his hand. “All I meant to do was tell you I love you.”



CHAPTER 21
G age walked through the kitchen at the lodge and couldn’t hold back his smile. It was Christmas Eve. Though the kitchen was empty at the moment with Delia and her crew done until the day after Christmas, the room was scented with holiday cooking and baking. Gage pushed through the door into the restaurant and ran smack into Garrett, Becca’s twin brother and the last of his family members to arrive.
“Damn glad you made it,” Gage said, giving Garrett a swift hug before stepping back.
Garrett met his eyes and smiled wryly. “My flight was late, but I’m here. Place looks great,” Garrett commented as he looked around the restaurant. Garrett stood shoulder to shoulder with Gage. He shared his twin sister’s glossy dark hair though he kept his cropped close to his head. His sharp blue eyes landed on Gage. “Sorry I missed you when you stopped by last week. Didn’t know you were coming to Seattle.”
Gage shrugged. “It wasn’t exactly a visiting trip. I stopped by your place on my way back to the airport, figuring I’d chance it.” Gage hadn’t expected Garrett to be home, seeing as Garrett took the idea of being a workaholic way too seriously. He was a high-flying lawyer, specializing in corporate law, and worked at a relentless pace. Gage was pleased Garrett managed to stop working long enough to come up to Last Frontier Lodge for the holidays. If Gage’s guess was right, Garrett heard an earful from Becca and their mother about it.
“Did you already find your room?” Gage asked.
“Yup. Becca showed me.”
Gage looked past Garrett to the far side of the restaurant by the windows. Becca and Jessa had arranged several tables together for a family dinner. Becca was deep in conversation with their mother, Jill. Jessa was filling wineglasses. Sawyer, his youngest brother, was in the midst of a game of cards with their father, Gage Sr. Gage had invited Marley and her parents, along with Don’s family, over for a shared dinner. He was keyed up about her meeting his whole family. Collectively, they were a handful, tending toward boisterous. He was relieved she’d had some time to get to know Becca and Jessa first.
He hooked his arm over Garrett’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s eat.”
As they made their way across the room, Gage glanced out the windows and saw Marley walking up the stairs to the back deck. Garrett followed his gaze and glanced at Gage, his blue eyes tinged with amusement. “That must be Marley. According to Becca, you’re in love. Gotta say, I thought she must be joking, but with the way you look at her, I’m reconsidering.”
Gage shrugged. “Becca’s right.”
Garrett’s brows hitched and his eyes widened. “Wow. And here I considered you my role model, above all that messy relationship business.”
Gage chuckled. “I’ve discovered all it takes is the right woman.” He broke away from Garrett and strode to the door by the deck. Delia had kept the housekeeping staff busy decorating this week and bells jingled when he opened the door. Sleigh bells and spruce wreaths were affixed to every door. Gage and Don had chipped in and spent an entire afternoon on ladders hanging holiday lights on the lodge. A gorgeous spruce tree had been decorated at the front outside. It had taken Becca and Jessa an entire afternoon to decorate it while they wrangled assistance from Gage and Don for the upper portions of the tree. The inside of the lodge was filled with clusters of greenery, red ribbons, and mistletoe hanging in archways.
He waited as Marley walked across the deck in the wispy light of dusk. The sun had fallen behind the mountains already, faint streaks of red and gold arcing across the sky. Marley’s boots crunched in the thin layer of snow on the deck. A gust of wind caught her hair and swirled it behind her. When she reached the door, she was smiling. Gage tugged her into his arms and kissed her, her lips warming under his. He forgot they had an audience and lost himself in the feel of her in his arms.
The sound of a throat clearing broke him out of his haze and he pulled away. Marley was flushed when he gripped her hand and tugged her inside. When he turned, he found Sawyer standing nearby. Sawyer grinned when he met Gage’s eyes. “Figured somebody had to get your attention.”
Looking at Sawyer was like looking at a younger version of himself. Sawyer shared his brown hair and gray eyes. Since he’d followed Gage into the Navy and also become a Navy SEAL, he was in impeccable physical condition.
Sawyer turned his attention to Marley. “You must be Marley. Very nice to meet you,” Sawyer said, leaning over to kiss Marley on the cheek, a teasing glint in his eyes.
Marley flushed. “Nice to meet you too.”
“Watch out for him,” Gage commented. “Sawyer is a relentless flirt.”
Sawyer’s grin deepened. He shrugged unabashedly. “No need to worry. Anyone that can steal Gage’s heart isn’t possibly going to let me steal her away.”
Marley glanced between them. Gage tugged her to his side. “Come on, let me introduce you to the rest of my family.”
    
Marley looked around the room and sighed. Gage’s entire family was there, along with her parents, Lacey, and the Peters family. Gage’s mother, Jill, had orchestrated a full dinner. Marley had enough wine that she floated in a soft warmth. Gage had hardly left her side tonight and sat with her now, his arm draped across the back of her chair, his fingers absently toying with her hair. He was in the midst of mediating a friendly debate between Garrett and Becca over the merits of lawyers. Marley found it fascinating that they were twins who’d both become lawyers and yet had taken almost opposing career paths with Garrett catering to the wealthy corporate world, while Becca was passionate about working with underprivileged clients.
She glanced around the table and saw Delia flush. When she followed Delia’s gaze, Marley found it led straight to Garrett who appeared momentarily distracted. He said something to Gage and then his eyes bounced to Delia, his blue gaze curious.
After dinner was finished and most of the guests had left, Marley wiped her hands on a towel and made her way out of the kitchen. Gage stood beside his mother, leaning against the wall by the archway leading from the restaurant out to the reception area. His mother reached up and gave him a kiss on the cheek, handing him something that Gage immediately slipped in his pocket. Jill stepped away and walked past him into the other room.
Marley made her way to Gage’s side, curiosity pecking at her thoughts. He lifted his head when he heard her approach, his gray gaze darkening. He didn’t move, but held a hand out and tugged her to him, immediately fitting his mouth over hers in a scorching kiss. Her pulse skittered, heat unfurling inside. The air shimmered between them, alive with the electric current that buzzed to life whenever she was near him.
When he pulled away, his eyes stayed on her, intent and somber at once. He appeared to be considering something. “What is it?” she asked.
He cleared his throat. “I’ve been thinking…” He paused and shook his head sharply. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not too poetic. Here goes…” He slid his hand into his pocket. He held still for a moment, his eyes bearing into hers. Marley could barely breathe as the heat of his gaze seared into her. Flutters built in her core, her heart pounding in anticipation.
He opened his hand. She gasped. A beautiful ring sat glittering on his palm. “I meant to get a box for it, but I didn’t have time today. I asked my mom to bring it up with her. It’s my grandmother’s wedding ring.” He took a breath, his eyes usually so confident, holding a glimmer of vulnerability. “I love you. I can’t imagine life without you, so I figure I might as well try to make it official as soon as I can. Will you marry me?”
Marley gasped at the wave of joy that crested inside. Tears pricked her eyes. Gage waited, his gaze never breaking from hers. She finally managed to gather herself enough to answer. “Yes, yes!” She threw her arms around him. Gage reflexively caught her in his strong embrace, lifting her against him.
“For a second there, I wasn’t sure,” he said, his voice muffled against her hair.
She leaned back and cupped his cheeks in her hands, dusting kisses on his face. “There was never any doubt.”
She wiggled in his arms, and he loosened his hold, allowing her to slide down his body. She held her hand out, and Gage slipped the ring over the finger. The diamond glittered from the reflection of the holiday lights hanging in the archway.
    
Gage awoke on Christmas morning with Marley curled tight against him. He rolled his head to the side and looked out the cabin windows. A fresh coating of snow had fallen during the night. The landscape sparkled under the sun. After coffee, they walked through the trees to the lodge. The spruce forest was dusted with snow, the air sharp and crisp. When they walked into the lodge, the air was scented with cider and holiday baking. Jessa squealed when she saw them, racing across the room to engulf Marley in a hug.
“All I need to know is when!” Jessa exclaimed when she finally let Marley go.
Marley met his eyes and shrugged, her cheeks bright. “Um, we haven’t gotten that far.”
Gage looped his arm across Marley’s shoulder and grinned at Jessa. “I know you’re ready to plan our wedding down to the last detail, but let’s enjoy today first. Merry Christmas,” he said, leaning over to drop a kiss on Jessa’s cheek.
Jessa huffed, but her smile held. “Fine. I’ll wait, but don’t make me wait too long.”
Jessa hurried off while Gage and Marley followed at a slower pace. They were instantly engulfed in the rush of the morning. Marley’s parents had happily accepted the offer to spend Christmas Day at the lodge. Lacey had badgered Don into getting one of the lifts going for the day so friends and family could ski. After a boisterous breakfast and presents had been handed around, Gage stood by while Marley’s mother hugged her tightly after spying the ring on her finger. Marley’s father, Stan, clapped him on the back.
“Knew the first time I saw you with her that Marley found a good man,” Stan offered gruffly. “She’s had a tough year.” Stan cleared his throat and met Gage’s eyes. After a long moment, he tugged him in for a quick hug before stepping away to drop a kiss on Marley’s cheek. Stan had stopped by the lodge last week after they got back from Seattle and thanked Gage for his help in bringing Kent to justice for what he did to Marley. Gage recognized Stan for a man of few words, but it was clear he loved his daughter deeply and had been distraught to see her go through what she did.
Gage watched Marley, her auburn curls bright in the sun that fell across her. After her mother moved on, he stepped to her side, resisting the urge to pull her close for a kiss. He was buzzing with emotion girded by desire. Ever since he’d finally let himself feel what he felt for Marley and she’d actually agreed to marry him, he was struggling to contain himself. He’d become accustomed to the almost constant state of arousal he experienced whenever Marley was near, but it was rather inconvenient when they were surrounded by family and friends.
Marley glanced up and smiled. “Let’s ski.” She grabbed his hand and tugged him to the hallway where they quickly tossed outerwear on. The deck was scattered with skis and boots. Gage made a beeline for the small shed on the corner of the deck where he’d stored a set of skis for himself and Marley. As they rode up the lift together, his heart swelled. He’d somehow managed to pull off his childhood dream of living at the lodge again and stumbled into the woman of his dreams at the same time.
The air was crisp and cold. As the lift crested the top of the slope, Kachemak Bay glittered ahead, the sun striking sparks on its surface. The mountains across stood tall and quiet, snowy against the bright blue sky. An eagle screeched nearby. Gage looked around and saw the eagle take flight off of its perch atop the ski hut. Its wings cast a shadow across the snow as it angled into the breeze before flying out of sight. The lift came to a smooth stop. He and Marley had been alone on this ride up, but the slope held at least half of their respective families. Laughter drifted on the cold breeze.
Marley paused once they were off the lift and glanced back at him briefly. She lifted a ski pole in a wave and then turned away, expertly zigzagging her way down the slope. Gage watched her for a moment, her auburn hair blowing behind her. He pushed off and followed her down. He savored the speed and leaned into the turns as he made his way down. Marley was fast and held her speed ahead of him. She came to a swirling stop at the bottom, snow flying up around her. She waited, watching as he approached. He skied to her side. Without a beat, he brought his lips to hers and delved into the warm sweetness of her mouth. A soft thud hit his back and he pulled away, turning to see Sawyer grinning from a distance before he turned away and lobbed a snowball toward Garrett.
Gage chuckled and turned back to Marley. Her forest green eyes were bright and her cheeks flushed. She bit her lip, her eyes considering. “What if we got married today?”
His heart thumped—hard. “Today?”
She nodded, a slow smile spreading across her face. “Why not? In Alaska, anyone can marry a couple in Alaska once. We can do the ceremony today and file the paperwork when the clerk’s office is open after the holiday.”
Gage’s chest suddenly felt tight. He wanted nothing more than this today, but he didn’t want Marley to feel rushed. “Are you sure? And how is it anyone can marry people in Alaska?” He couldn’t help but ask because it seemed almost too easy.
Marley grinned. “It’s that way because so much of Alaska is so rural, it’s sometimes the only way for people to get married. I could care less about a big ceremony. It makes me anxious just thinking about it. Let’s have Jessa help with the ceremony and ask Becca to do the actual marrying part. She’s the one who told me you loved me and helped me get over myself.”
Gage closed his eyes and took a breath, the bracing air grounding him. When he opened his eyes, all he saw was Marley’s face. He nodded and leaned in for a swift kiss. “So, you wanna tell Jessa, or should I?”
Marley giggled. “I’ll find Jessa. You go ask Becca about her part.”



CHAPTER 22
I t was early evening by the time the impromptu wedding had been orchestrated. Along with their collective families, the Peters family joined in with Delia offering to help cook a wedding meal, and Ginger joining the group to serve alongside Lacey as a bridesmaid.
Hours later after the vows had been exchanged and the lodge restaurant had emptied, Marley stood by the windows and looked out into the darkness. The moon rose above the mountains, its silvery light limning the landscape in a soft glow. The stars were so bright, she felt as if she could reach out and touch them. She heard her name and turned to see Gage leaning in the archway across the restaurant. He tilted his head, gesturing for her. She made her way across the room, feeling as if she was living in a fairytale. The only light came from the moon and the holiday lights. The archway where Gage stood was backlit by holiday lights from the reception area behind him.
When she got near, he pushed away from the wall and pulled her into his strong embrace. He buried his face in her hair, his hand stroking through it. “Thank you,” he said, his voice muffled.
“For what?”
He pulled back, his smoky gaze locking on her. “Just everything. I didn’t plan on falling in love, but here you are. I feel like the luckiest man in the world that you happen to love me too.” He took a breath and glanced up. “I had to kiss you under the mistletoe. Someone told me it meant we’d live a long and peaceful life.”
He traced her lips with his fingertip and cupped her cheek, bringing his mouth against hers in slow motion. His kiss started as gentle, but quickly became hot and deep. By the time he pulled away, liquid need was pulsing through her body and her heart was so full, she thought she might burst. Without a word, he slid his hand down her arm, curling his hand around hers. They walked outside for the short walk to her cabin, as his family had occupied the entire private apartment and the few rooms set aside for them. Tomorrow the first guests to the lodge in many years would arrive.
For now, Marley and Gage walked hand and hand through the forest, the moonlight filtering through the trees, lighting their way. A bit later, Marley curled up beside Gage, resting her head on his shoulder. A soft happiness unfurled in her heart. Gage stroked a hand in her hair, his lips landing on her forehead. “Love you…” he mumbled, his breath instantly shifting into sleep.



EPILOGUE
Exactly one year later, Marley stood inside the living room at the lodge, looking outside. The slope was dotted with the bright colors of ski gear, filled with her and Gage’s families and locals. Christmas afternoon was for locals only. They’d considered keeping it closed for the day, but the collective chorus from Diamond Creek residents was such that they had volunteers manning the lifts and slopes for the day. Marley picked Gage out of the crowd when he came flying down the slope and swirled to a stop. Lacey was hot on his heels and shook her fist at him as she passed by. They’d developed a friendly rivalry recently and were frequently challenging each other to races. As far as Marley could tell, they were even though she eschewed any discussion of it because she’d quickly discovered if she mentioned it, both would argue with her about why each was respectively faster than the other.
Meanwhile, Marley was sidelined from skiing for now. She ran her hand over her belly and felt another kick. She was eight months pregnant and more than ready to have their baby. Seeing Gage making his way to the lodge, she walked downstairs to meet him. Gage strode inside, and her breath caught in her throat. All he had to do was show up and her pulse went wild. He oozed masculinity. He walked across the room, his sculpted chest and abdomen outlined by his fitted skiing shirt. His gray eyes landed on hers, striking the flint of her desire. Even eight months pregnant, he managed to steal her senses.
He walked up to her, his mouth quirking in a half-smile as he stroked his hand over her very round belly. “How are we doing?” he asked, dropping his mouth for a quick kiss, sweeping his tongue inside her mouth and pulling away, catching her bottom lip between his teeth. His eyes held a wicked glint.
“We’re fine. Have you noticed that I’m gigantic and I walk like a duck now?”
Gage shrugged. “You look beautiful.”
Marley giggled. “For someone who said they didn’t have any experience at relationships, you’re a master.”
Hours later, after another Christmas dinner with family and friends, Marley looked across the restaurant to find Gage standing beneath the archway again. Once again, time felt suspended. Moonlight filtered into the room. Holiday lights glittered outside. She walked slowly across the room, his smoky gaze a magnet for her. When she reached his side, she glanced up at the mistletoe hanging above. “I suppose we can’t have an anniversary without a kiss under the mistletoe.”
Gage ducked his head and brought his lips to hers, his touch gentle and scorching at once. When he pulled away, he rested his forehead against hers. “Merry Christmas.”
    
Want to see more of Gage and Marley and the other heroes in Diamond Creek? Check out the Last Frontier Lodge Series.
Up next is Lori Ryan’s Love and Protect. In serious danger, pregnant Laura seeks refuge at a Texas ranch. She finds an instant connection with gorgeous rancher Cade — but will her past come back to haunt her? A pulse-pounding romance that's first in the series.
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CHAPTER 1
L aura watched the clock on the microwave and willed the phone to ring. Patrick would be home within the hour. If “John Smith” didn’t call soon, she’d… Well, she didn’t know what she’d do. If he called after six o’clock, she’d have to try to convince Patrick it was a wrong number.
He wouldn’t fall for that. Even genuine wrong numbers had gotten her into trouble before.
“Please,” she whispered to the phone, her eyes darting toward the front of the house as though she might see him coming any moment. “Just ring, please.”
The numbers on the microwave stared back at her, blank and unfeeling. Twelve minutes past five. The clock didn’t care that time was running out, that she was cutting this much too close. She wiped the counter down for the tenth time, knowing it would do nothing to still the jittery feel of hands that needed to keep busy, of palms that wouldn’t stop sweating.
Forty-eight minutes left. Laura’s heart felt as if it would jump out of her chest as she gave in and sat down, then cradled her head in her hands. The phone rang. How was it that a sound she was waiting for—hoping for—sent her into a panic?
“Hello?”
“Mrs. Kensington?” came Smith’s voice on the other end. She had talked to him before, but hadn’t met with him in person. He sounded kind, even though she knew he was a man who spent a lot of time with unsavory people. But that was to be expected given his profession. Despite that, she’d been told he often worked with women who needed to leave a spouse and who wished not to be found again. Maybe there was an empathetic side to him. Something that touched him and made him want to help women like her get away.
“Yes, speaking.”
“Can you talk now?” he asked and she knew right away what he meant. He had never asked why she was leaving and she certainly hadn’t volunteered the information, but it seemed as if he knew without having to ask. Just the thought that he knew her secret made her uncomfortable and itchy in her own skin.
“Yes, my husband is still at work, but I don’t have long.”
“Did you get the first package?” He had mailed it to a post office box she’d set up two towns over from where she and Patrick lived in Windsor, Connecticut.
“Yes, the temporary license and birth certificate.”
“Good. You’ll be able to use that for a little while, but I need to get you a real birth certificate and social security card if you want to be able to find a job that doesn’t pay under the table. That’s going to take time.”
“How much time?” Laura asked, wanting the answer to be days, not weeks or months, but that was unlikely.
“Not for another few weeks. It takes time to get a real birth certificate and once that’s in place, it takes a little longer for your social security number to come through,” he said with the tone of a man who had explained all this to her before. He had. She was partly just nervous and partly hoping for a different answer this time. This just had to work. There wasn’t any other option.
Before Laura could answer, he continued with instructions. “Save this phone number. I’ll need you to call me in three weeks and let me know where you are. I’ll need a mailing address.” There was no talk of payment. She’d already paid in full just to get him started on the new identity for her. He also didn’t ask when she was leaving and she didn’t tell him. He seemed to assume she wouldn’t be in town in three weeks' time and he was right. Laura would be running next week, as soon as Patrick left on his business trip.
The sound of car tires crunching up the drive sent acid churning through Laura’s stomach. She thought she’d be sick, but that wasn’t unusual nowadays. She was nauseated for several hours every day and often had to run to the bathroom to be sick.
“I have to go,” Laura whispered and didn’t wait for a response. She tucked the phone in her pocket and turned to the stove, focusing on making her breathing normal, making sure nothing seemed out of place.
She had laid out every ingredient of the stir-fry she would cook that night for dinner. Everything was diced and chopped and ready to go. Patrick didn’t like his dinner to be ready before he arrived home, but he wanted it cooked immediately after his arrival. And, it had better be fast. Laura checked off each ingredient in her mind while she waited for the sound of Patrick’s key in the lock.
It didn’t come. A moment later the doorbell rang. Nothing could have prepared Laura for what she saw when she looked through the etched glass panes at the side of the front door.
Police? What are the police doing here?
A scene from two weeks back flashed briefly before her eyes. Her husband taping something to the bottom of one of the kitchen drawers. She’d tried to walk out of the room before he realized she was there, but she’d been too slow to process the scene and move. Patrick wasn’t often found in the kitchen and he certainly wouldn’t be looking through a drawer. She was responsible for the cooking and cleaning, for putting dishes away. She served his meals in the dining room. Always.
When he’d caught her watching as he taped something to the bottom of the utensil drawer, she’d seen the expected flare of anger in his eyes. But, she’d also seen fear beneath it. And, that was something she’d never seen before. Patrick Kensington feared nothing and no one. In that moment, she’d known her plan to leave had been the right one. It was now or never as Patrick became more unpredictable by the day.
Later, with shaking hands, she’d pulled the drawer out to peer underneath it. A USB drive. The memory of it made her shiver now, as she wrapped her arms around her waist and pulled the door open.
Two young officers stood on Laura’s steps but neither made eye contact when she opened the door. Laura swallowed the unease that filled her and smiled at the men in front of her. They were probably just collecting for a charity or an event of some sort. Not that people ever showed up on their doorstep to solicit funds—that was all handled through a family foundation—but what other reason could there be?
“Can I help you, officers?”
“Ma’am.” The older of the two—though not by much—took off his hat as he addressed her. “Are you Mrs. Laura Kensington?” he asked, as though that were necessary. Laura’s face was well known. Years of appearing beside her famous husband and his iconic family in the media had seen to that.
Tiny fingers of fear ribboned Laura’s spine. “Yes, that’s me. How can I help you?”
“Would you mind if we came in and sat down, ma’am?” he asked and Laura glanced at the badges displayed on each man’s uniform. He paused until Laura nodded and stepped back, opening the door wider to allow them to step through. They followed her to the sitting room and sat on the couch at her gesture.
“Can I offer you something to drink?” she asked, not at all sure she wanted to hear why they were here. She had given the housekeeper the afternoon off to ensure she had privacy for her phone call. Now, it seemed odd not to have someone hovering over her to take care of all of the niceties and polite offerings.
“No thank you, Mrs. Kensington. We’re here about your husband, ma’am,” said the older officer. The younger officer had yet to speak and still carefully avoided her eyes. Laura wished the older one would stop calling her ma’am. She was only twenty-five, and the title seemed more appropriate for her mother-in-law.
My husband?” Laura echoed, turning it into a question. Her mind whirled. Why would the police be here about Patrick? What could the police possibly want with Patrick? The tiny voice in the back of her mind told her she didn’t want the answers.
“I’m afraid your husband has suffered a heart attack, ma’am,” the officer said. “His business partner found him in his office about an hour ago and tried to revive him.”
Laura’s hands shook so hard she had to fold them in her lap and grip one over the other to hold them still. Years of holding a well-honed mask in place were all that kept the façade in place.
“Tried to revive…” Her voice trailed off as the implication of what the man had said began to seep through her confusion. They weren’t here because Patrick had done something illegal. They weren’t here to ask about her husband’s actions or search the house or question her.
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Kensington, but your husband didn’t make it.”
The breath whooshed out of Laura’s body in one swift motion, but no new breath seemed to want to fill her lungs. The shaking in her hands only increased and she felt lightheaded.
She sucked in a breath and tried to steady herself. “Patrick?” She couldn’t finish the thought. Patrick is dead. The tears that welled in her eyes weren’t tears of anguish or sorrow, or anything else that a wife should feel for her husband.
They were tears of sheer and utter relief. After three years of terror, of never knowing what would happen to her, of walking on eggshells—after a month of planning her escape from the monster she’d married—he was gone. Laura tried to choke back a sob but it came out in a rough moan, wracking her body as relief and shock tore through her.
It’s over. Could it really be this simple?
Clearly, the officers assumed she was upset by the news of her husband’s death, and offered to call someone to come be with her. Laura couldn’t blame them. That would be the natural assumption when telling someone their spouse had died.
“No.” She shook her head. “I’d like to see my husband’s body.” If the men thought it was an odd request, they didn’t show it.
“Ma’am,” the officer repeated, “is there someone you’d like us to call before we take you over to the hospital? Another family member, maybe?”
Laura stood shakily from the couch. “No. I just need to get my purse,” she said. She needed to go to the morgue. She needed to see him for herself. To know. To know, in her heart, he really was dead. That his hands would be stilled forever. That his lips wouldn’t speak another cruel word. She needed to know she’d never look into his cold hard eyes again––eyes that had deceived the world…. Eyes that had deceived her at one time.
She needed proof that her nightmare was truly over.



CHAPTER 2
Dr. Josh Samuels signed out for the evening and waved to the two remaining nurses at the desk before getting on the elevator. He really needed to give more serious thought to retiring. Long shifts in the emergency room were designed for doctors a lot younger than he, even if he had cut back his hours fairly drastically in the last year. At the moment, he wanted nothing more than to kick off his shoes, open a bottle of wine, and read a good book.
But, thoughts of an evening of relaxation left his head the minute the elevator doors opened and he caught sight of Laura Kensington, flanked by two police officers in the lobby of the hospital. He’d treated Laura three months ago for a broken wrist and several months before that for cracked ribs and another month before that for concussion. He suspected more often than not, she didn’t come to the emergency room when she was injured.
Josh saw abused women all the time in the ER and still felt compelled to help despite the odds. Getting the average woman to admit there was a problem and leave an abusive relationship was a challenge. Convincing one of America’s most well-known wives, a woman who was practically royalty as the wife of one of the Kensingtons… Well, that had proved impossible. But, Josh wasn’t about to give up. He’d been working on building a rapport with Laura and had reached out to her a few times. She’d been tolerant—she was too polite not to be—but she wouldn’t admit there was anything going on. Perhaps the police officers with her this time meant she was ready to make a change, ready to seek help and get away from her husband.
“Laura?” Josh asked as he approached, forgetting the fact that he was no longer on shift. Laura looked pale and stunned as she turned toward him, but he couldn’t see any outside evidence of injury on her body.
“Dr. Samuels,” she said politely, ever playing the part of the wife of the powerful Patrick Kensington. He’d told her before to call him Josh but she never did.
“What’s going on, Laura? Are you all right?” Josh looked from her to the officers, hoping for some kind of reading on the situation.
Laura seemed to be frozen as she answered and Josh quickly understood why. “Patrick is dead,” she said as though she were delivering a report of what she planned to serve for dinner that night rather than a life-changing event. “Patrick had a heart attack.”
“Oh, Laura,” he said, not taking hold of her hands, but wanting to. “I’m so sorry.”
But, no. He really wasn’t sorry. He watched her face carefully to decipher how she was taking Patrick’s death. He had yet to figure out if Laura had truly loved her husband, as many women who were abused did. Would she mourn his death and let the abuse fall to the back of her mind as she remembered the good in him? Or was this a relief to her? He’d always hoped he could convince her to walk away, and he had seen promise once or twice, but he also knew walking away would be a herculean effort for her. It was no simple thing for any woman in her situation, much less one who had the eyes of the world on her.
“I can take her down to the morgue, gentlemen,” Josh said to the officers, who looked to Mrs. Kensington for confirmation. “I’m her doctor,” he said.
It wasn’t entirely true since he’d only ever treated her in the ER and she certainly wasn’t currently under his care, but Josh wasn’t worried about technicalities right now. He wanted to be sure Laura was all right.
She seemed numb as she nodded to the officers, who wasted no time tipping their caps to her and making a break for the door. They clearly hadn’t relished the idea of taking her to the morgue to view her husband’s body. Josh was more than happy to. He was fairly sure that the abuse she’d suffered over the years had been no small matter. If he could make a bit of difference for her, help her come to grips with what had happened and move on, he wanted to do it. And the first step would be helping her view the body of the man Josh was sure had tormented her.
    
Laura stared at the body in front of her and imagined Patrick’s death was all a dream or a sick joke. The suddenness of her freedom left her reeling. She wasn’t quite sure she wanted to trust it, to let herself believe it yet. She imagined he could still reach out to grab her. That he would sit up and trap her. That his hands would close around her throat once again, as he laughed at her struggle to draw breath.
She suppressed a shiver.
“Are you all right, Laura?” came Dr. Samuel’s quiet voice. When she had first seen him in the lobby, she hadn’t known what to think. The doctor had been trying to convince her to leave Patrick for a long time. Though she’d never told him what Patrick was doing, he always seemed to know. At first, his knowing eyes frightened her. If he pushed, if he insisted she get help, it would only make things worse. Thankfully, Patrick believed her when she’d said the doctor was trying to recruit her to serve on the hospital’s charitable foundation board.
Over time, some of the doctor’s advice broke through, and she understood he was right. She realized she needed to find the strength and courage to go. If she didn’t leave soon, Patrick would kill her. And if he did, he’d be killing her unborn child with her. Laura couldn’t put her baby at risk. She had put her plan of escape in motion as soon as she realized her baby would never be safe if she didn’t leave her husband.
She looked up into the doctor’s kind face. Hair like snow, gentle blue eyes. A questioning smile hovered on his lips. Something about him was always calming. Before she could think to say anything, his eyes darted to her arms and her stomach sank. She’d left the house in short sleeves and didn’t realize she had been rubbing her hands up and down her upper arms, probably moving the sleeves up with each brush of her hands. She was normally careful to keep her sleeves in place.
Laura abruptly dropped her hands to her sides and glanced away. She swallowed the fear that clutched at her, grabbed hold, and didn’t seem to want to let go. No one was supposed to learn her secrets. Not ever.
“I’m fine. Yes. Thank you, though. For asking, I mean. But, I’m all right.” Words seemed to blurt out from her lips now, as she tried to cover the awkward silence.
She looked back to her husband’s body. She really was all right now. Patrick was gone. He couldn’t hurt her anymore. He couldn’t hurt her baby. One thought rang over and over in her head. It’s over. It’s really over.
“You look pale. Would you like some water or to take a seat?” he asked.
Laura shook her head. The smile she gave him was one born of practice.
“That’s very nice of you, really, but I’m fine. Thank you.” She’d pasted that smile on her face permanently, but both the smile and her words seemed at odds with the fact that she was viewing her dead husband’s body.
The uncomfortable silence that settled between the two near-strangers was filled all too quickly by the sound of the automatic doors opening. Martha Kensington, Patrick’s mother, and his notorious younger brother, Justin Kensington, were shown into the room by a technician, with Patrick’s business partner, Alec Hall, at the rear. Martha and Alec were stone-faced, but Justin looked genuinely distressed.
Laura’s step toward the doctor was instinctive, as was the way she cradled her stomach in an unmistakably protective gesture. Neither move went unnoticed. Martha’s eyes narrowed on Laura a split second before the doctor stepped in front of her. Laura wasn’t sure why this doctor had taken up her cause, why he was so willing to help her, but in that moment as she realized she wasn’t free of the Kensingtons yet, she was grateful he was there by her side.
“Good morning. I’m Dr. Samuels.” He extended his hand and merely waited, as if expecting the newcomers to introduce themselves, to explain their relationship to her husband. As if he didn’t recognize them from the papers and television.
Justin met the doctor’s eyes and shook his hand. Martha did not. Justin introduced everyone, then said, “I’d like my brother's body released as quickly as possible to this funeral home.” Justin handed a card to Dr. Samuels. He, in turn, passed it to the morgue technician who had shown them in and now hovered awkwardly nearby.
Laura thought Martha would want to see her son, that she might show some sign of grief over losing him. But, no. Martha simply turned her back on Patrick’s body and spoke in a cold, commanding voice, to no one in particular.
“We’ll be taking my daughter-in-law home now, where she belongs. Laura, come.”
Laura gasped. Martha’s words were low—a warning and a command—one that was completely clear. Martha Kensington had no intention of letting Laura walk away with Patrick’s baby. Tension coursed through the room feeling thick and weighty as realization hit. She wasn’t free. Patrick’s death had freed her from her husband’s torment, but the Kensingtons would never let her go.
How stupid could I be? Laura knew in that moment that coming to the hospital had been a mistake. When she got the news, she should have left right away. No one would have thought anything of it if she told the police she wanted to be alone, that she’d go to the morgue when she was composed. If she’d done that, Laura could have taken the money she’d put away and the ID she’d hidden and left town before Martha Kensington could have stopped her.
She raised her chin and took a deep breath. There was no way in the world she was walking out of here with the Kensingtons. Freedom was in sight and she would grab it with both hands and hang on tight.
Dr. Samuels raised his hand, palm facing out, an appeasing gesture meant to diffuse, but a firm one nonetheless. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Kensington. I can’t allow that.”
Martha looked stunned at the refusal. She drew her already tall form up to its full height. “She’ll come home with us. She’s pregnant, doctor. She needs to be with family so we can care for the baby. We’re the baby’s family.”
Laura opened her mouth to speak, although she wasn’t sure what she intended to say. But, the doctor was there for her once again, intervening with Martha in a way Laura wasn’t sure she could have. Her relationship with her mother-in-law was not a loving one. In fact, in many ways, Martha frightened her more than Patrick had and whatever lifeline Dr. Samuel was throwing her, she would take.
“Then I’m sure you understand, for the safety of the baby, I cannot let Laura go with you. She’s suffered quite an emotional blow this evening.”
“Nonsense. We have a private physician who can meet us at the house,” Martha said. Justin shifted next to her looking from Laura to his mother and back again, seemingly undecided as to whether to support his mother or listen to the doctor. Alec stepped forward as if to join the debate, but the doctor raised a hand again.
“Now, I’m sure you’ll agree, we all want the best for Laura and the baby. By the time you get her home, she could be in a state of shock, putting both Laura and the baby at risk,” Dr. Samuels said. “I’m going to keep her here under observation. We’ll monitor the baby for twenty-four to forty-eight hours and be sure there are no complications or ill-effects from the shock.”



CHAPTER 3
L aura was stunned. No one challenged the Kensington family. Not only had Dr. Samuels challenged them, it appeared to have worked. The Kensingtons had no response for Dr. Samuels as he waltzed her out of the room. She suddenly felt five years old as opposed to her twenty-five years, and she felt the need to cling to the doctor’s hand like a little girl would cling to her mother’s.
“I don’t...” Laura didn’t know what to say as they waited for the elevator.
“Don’t say anything. Wait ‘til we’re on the elevator. Don’t turn around and look at them. Just look straight ahead and walk away as if nothing is wrong,” the doctor said quietly.
Laura was silent as they rode two flights up. When the doors slid open, the older gentleman led her off the elevator to a small office. He shut the door and helped her to a couch, then sat across from her. At that point, Laura would be lying if she said she wasn’t shaking. She honestly had no idea what to make of what had just happened, but she was feeling more than overwhelmed by the events of the last hour. She needed to get it together. She needed a plan.
The doctor leaned forward and she felt compelled to look into his kind eyes. He didn’t know it, but he had been a big part of her decision to leave Patrick. Well, not the decision itself so much—that had been more to do with her pregnancy than anything the doctor had said—but he had planted the seeds of courage to start thinking about leaving even before she knew about the baby. Laura’s head spun as the doctor looked at her, and waited patiently.
Her husband was dead. For two minutes while she’d looked at his body, she’d felt relief. She’d thought she was finally free. But she wasn’t, and it was foolish to think freedom would ever come easily for her. Patrick’s mother would now be even more committed to keeping Laura and the baby in the fold because her son was gone. Martha would want to keep close any part of Patrick that she could still control—Laura and her baby.
No, that wasn’t exactly right. Once the baby was born, Martha would have no need for Laura. She knew in her heart Martha would try to take her baby. She’d fight for custody and she’d fight dirty. Martha Kensington didn’t know any other way to be. The fear that she had lived with for three years of marriage began to churn deep in her stomach, rising up her throat to steal the breath from her body.
The doctor’s gentle voice broke into Laura’s thoughts. “Laura, do you need to get away from your husband’s family?” he asked cautiously as though he didn’t want to offend her with the assumption.
Laura heard a small sob and realized it had come from her. She nodded. “Yes. I think I do.” How could this be happening? Could Martha really take my baby? Maybe Laura was just overreacting from the shock of seeing Patrick’s body. She must be. This couldn’t really be happening.
“No. No, I’m sure I… I don’t know,” she said. The Kensingtons were now down to Martha and Justin. Laura hadn’t seen enough of Justin to know what he would do. He had always traveled and hardly saw the family any longer. But, in truth, it was Martha she feared. Could Martha use her wealth and influence to take her child from her? Now that Patrick was dead, couldn’t Laura stand and fight instead of running? Shouldn’t she be able to take on Martha and win?
“I had plans to leave next week.” She swallowed and closed her eyes as tears dropped, but continued. It was suddenly important to her that this doctor know she’d had the guts to walk away from Patrick before he’d died. At least, she thought she would have had the guts to go through with her plan.
“I sold jewelry Patrick wouldn’t know was missing, jewelry that normally sits in our safety deposit box between events. I bought a new identity and was ready to run next week.” Laura wrapped her arms around her belly, hugging herself tightly.
“I think that’s wonderful, Laura. I knew you had it in you to leave someday.”
But Laura had a feeling he had been ready to give up hope on her. He’d been trying for close to a year and she had never admitted the abuse, much less given him hope she would leave.
“Do you have family you can go to? Anyone who can take you in? Help you if the Kensingtons try to fight for custody?”
Laura’s head snapped up. How had he read the situation so clearly?
Would Martha do that? Fight for custody?
“Laura, do you have family you can call?” he tried again.
No. There’s no one left. Laura tried not to think about her brother. It hurt too much to know he was dead. Her mother had died long before Laura was old enough to remember, but her brother had always been the one bright spot in her life. When his life was taken in a car accident only a few months after her marriage to Patrick, she’d lost the last of the family she cared about.
Laura shook her head. “No. No family.”
Her thoughts shifted back to Martha and the odd statements she’d made about the baby being her family, being a Kensington. “I’m probably overreacting,” she whispered softly, but there was little conviction to the statement.
As she pictured what Martha Kensington might be capable of when it came to getting her grandchild, fear latched onto her, hard and deep and bone chilling. The Kensington family wielded power within this state like no other and she had wealth to back it up. Laura would have money from Patrick’s estate, but there was no telling if that would be enough. No. She wouldn’t risk it. Couldn’t risk it. Not when it came to her unborn child.
The doctor’s voice cut through her thoughts once more. “Can you get to the money you saved?”
“I buried it in a pot in my greenhouse. It’s the one place he never goes. Went. The one place he never went.”
“I think we’ve bought a little time by telling your mother-in-law I’d check you into the hospital. I can drive you to your home to get the money and then we can get you out of here. You can get a good head start on the Kensingtons before they realize you’re gone.”
Laura shook her head at the man sitting across from her. “I don’t understand. Why are you helping me?” Her voice shook, but she took a deep breath, then swallowed hard. She would get herself under control. She would handle this.
The doctor seemed to fortify himself with his own deep breath before he answered. “When I saw you that first time in my ER, you reminded me so much of my own daughter. She’s just about your age. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to know my daughter was being hurt like I knew you were.” Laura flinched but he continued, “I just want to help you start again. Whatever it was that brought you to this spot, that brought you to this marriage, you deserve some help in getting out of it.” His smile was tender.
Tears burned at Laura’s eyes. Fear, humiliation, and confusion vied for top position in her mind. She stood and paced at the far end of the office, for some reason feeling the need to reiterate her plan to leave, to explain that she wasn’t just a victim. She was more than that. Not at first, she hadn’t been, but now she was stronger. She’d been getting stronger and stronger by the day.
“When I got pregnant, I knew I had to leave. I knew I couldn’t risk staying there with the baby. Not with the way...” She couldn’t finish that sentence. She couldn’t tell anyone what her husband had been doing to her, even though it was clear the doctor knew some of it.
Laura took a deep breath and made a decision. She needed to trust this doctor. He’d been trying to offer her a lifeline for months now, and it was time she took it. “Yes. I think I need to get the money and leave. I don’t want Martha Kensington anywhere near my baby. She raised one monster. I’m not going to let her have anything to do with raising my child. I don’t have much money put aside, but I have enough for a security deposit and a few months’ rent while I find work.” Laura didn’t bother to tell the doctor that the only thing she could get a job doing was waitressing or maybe working as a hostess in a restaurant. She had no degree, no experience other than waitressing and it was old experience, at that.
Dr. Samuels stood and gathered his coat and keys then handed Laura her purse. As they left the hospital, she thought for a minute that she should probably just call a taxi to take her home for her things and then go to the airport, but when he told her where he would pick her up at the outer edge of the parking lot, she found herself leaving with him instead. The truth was, she didn’t want to do this alone right now and there wasn’t anyone else for her to turn to. Laura swallowed her doubts and grabbed hold of her conviction. She was leaving. She was finished being a Kensington. She was finished letting Martha have any hold over her. For better or worse, it was time to run.



CHAPTER 4
When they turned onto the street where she and Patrick lived, Laura was stunned. The front of the house was crawling with reporters. They spilled out onto the sidewalk, as enormous antennae towered over news vans and pierced the sky. The news of Patrick’s death had gotten out.
“Change of plans,” the doctor muttered as he turned down a side street a block before they reached the house.
Laura turned and looked out the back window of the car and took a deep breath. She needed a new plan. She thought of the money, her ID. Her mind also flashed to that USB drive taped to the bottom of a drawer in her kitchen. She hadn’t planned to touch it when she ran, but now that Patrick was dead… Maybe she should take it with her as well. If she could just get into the house. She glanced at her phone to check the time and thought to herself that she’d need to get rid of her phone if she wanted to hide.
She spoke more to herself than to the doctor at this point as she searched in her purse for her wallet. “The bank is closed, but if you can take me to an ATM, I’ll take out what I can and then figure out where to go from here. I think there’s a limit on what I can take from the ATM in one day. Five hundred dollars, maybe?”
“I can take another five hundred dollars out of my account for you, so you’ll have a little more. You won’t be able to get a new identity right away, but we can get you to a safe place. Airlines are subject to very strict regulations nowadays so your husband’s family shouldn’t be able to find out what plane you took. By the time they realize you’re missing, you’ll be long gone.”
“I can’t take your money,” Laura said, shaking her head. “Besides, it isn’t enough for rent and the deposit on any apartment. I can take money from my ATM and find a hotel to stay in nearby until I can get to the money in the greenhouse or the bank on Monday.”
The doctor raised an eyebrow. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”
“No,” Laura admitted, “but I don’t see any other option.”
She felt weak and sick to her stomach at the thought of not leaving the area right away. She honestly didn’t know if she was being rational or not, but everything in her was screaming to put distance between herself and the Kensingtons right now. And, once again, she remembered the look of fear in Patrick’s eyes when he’d hidden the USB drive. A tickle of doubt scratched at the edge of her brain as she shoved the memory aside.
She fought back another wave of tears. She would not cry again. No amount of tears would help the situation.
“Do you have any friends you can stay with?”
She shook her head. The friends she'd had in New Jersey before she married Patrick stopped calling when she made excuses not to talk to them or see them. The shame of having to lie to them about her marriage had made her tuck herself away from anyone who would question too much or see through her act. Of course, they’d all assumed she thought she was too good for them after marrying into the Kensington clan. Ha! The joke had been on her, hadn’t it?
And the friends she had in Connecticut—well, they weren’t truly friends. Just country club acquaintances. None of them would take her in and hide her from Martha Kensington.
They were quiet for a minute before the doctor cracked a wide smile. “I know a place you can go while you get on your feet.”
Laura cringed. She had a feeling she knew what he was going to say, and the idea of going to a shelter, of answering questions and letting anyone else know what was going on made her stomach clench even more.
“I’ve got a friend who owns a ranch in Texas. I spend a few weeks there every summer. It’s the perfect place for you to figure things out, to clear your head and start again, and I just know May would love to have you.” He drew a cell phone out of his pocket and keyed through the contacts before selecting one.
“How do you feel about Texas?” he asked her, holding the phone in his hand without hitting send as though asking her whether to make the call or not.
Texas? She couldn’t possibly show up on the doorstep of a stranger, even if Dr. Samuels said it was all right. There was nothing all right about doing something like that.
Laura smiled, but it felt weak. If she didn’t go where he suggested, where would she go? Even if she took Dr. Samuel’s five hundred dollars along with hers, she couldn’t use her ATM or credit cards again unless she wanted to be tracked after she left. She wasn’t exactly swimming in options. Every penny in cash she had was buried in a flower pot, and she’d have to cross a line of reporters to get to it. Reporters who would no doubt print pictures of her arriving home, blowing the lead she had. If the Kensingtons saw that she wasn’t in the hospital, they’d be on her that much faster.
“I promise,” he said. “May would really love the company.”
Laura looked back over her shoulder toward the house. Even if she could push through the news reporters, the thought of going back into the house she’d shared with Patrick… She just couldn’t do that. She couldn’t go back now.
“Texas it is,” she said more to herself than to the doctor who was now speaking with someone on the other end of the phone.
“May? It’s Josh. I need a favor.” The doctor listened for a moment before speaking again. “I’m sending someone to you. I need you to keep her safe with you at the ranch.”
There was another pause as he listened, and then turned to Laura and nodded with a big grin. “I’ll see if I can get her on a flight right away and then she’ll take the bus from Austin. I’m not sure exactly what day she’ll arrive,” he said, glancing at Laura.
The doctor listened again. “Thank you. Oh, and May? Don’t contact me for a while. I’ll get in touch in a few weeks. I don’t want any contact between us that might let someone track her right now, so let’s keep it to this one call.”
Laura looked over at the man who was helping her flee. She dug deep and found the strength she’d built up while living with Patrick over the past three years. She would not let his family take the baby, and she’d be damned if she’d let them have any part in raising her child. The woman who had raised her monster of a husband wouldn’t be coming anywhere near her baby.
She’d go to Texas long enough to get her bearings and come up with a plan. She’d spend a few days there to figure out her next move. Then she’d move on, as planned, and find a job somewhere. She’d only stay in one place a few weeks at a time if she could manage it, until she was certain the Kensingtons had given up their search for her.
Laura took a deep breath and nodded at the doctor. Texas.



CHAPTER 5
C ade Bishop loved it when hours of patience paid off and he made a connection with a frightened animal. The telltale sign might be a low whinny from a horse or being allowed to check out the new kittens of a feral cat. Most often, it happened in subtle ways, with little changes in the animal happening here or there over time. But Red had offered her trust suddenly and completely this morning. For the rust-colored mixed-breed dog he’d found hurt and wandering on the highway four weeks ago, her trust came as a floodgate opening rather than a trickle.
For weeks, Cade sat calmly and quietly near Red’s food bowl during mealtimes. He never moved or attempted to approach her while she ate. There were no strings attached. No pushing. He simply sat and let her get used to his smell, to the sight of him, to slight movements. Sometimes he talked — nonsensical ramblings about his day. Sometimes he didn’t. At times, she spooked and ran away. When that happened, Cade just waited. He knew she’d come back on her own, in her own time.
Today, after eating, Red stood staring at Cade for a long time. She appeared calm, but those deep round-platter eyes of hers still seemed to take in everything. She looked as if she were weighing, balancing something in her mind. Maybe some risk versus some reward? Cade often wished he could read the minds of the animals he worked with.
As he watched her, she splayed her front legs ever so slightly and dipped her head. It wasn’t truly a play bow. It was the ghost of a playful bow, but enough of an invitation that Cade caught it.
He turned toward her and mirrored her gesture, arms outward and head dipped. He might not be a dog, but apparently his mimicry was good enough for Red. Her response was instantaneous. She flew into his arms, nearly knocking him on his butt. Twenty minutes later, she was still in Cade’s arms. She spun over and over, snuggling and whirling in the circle his arms created, as if she needed human contact more than she needed air.
Cade laughed as she circled, in awe of the need she had for this connection and the way she let herself trust him after so much time. There really wasn’t anything on earth that compared to seeing a hurt or injured animal find love and trust again. Though the ice was now broken, he knew Red would need to learn to trust other people too. She needed to figure out that most humans were okay, even though he would lay money on the fact that at some point humans had hurt her.
As Red settled down at the end of her spontaneous snuggle-fest, he stood slowly, talking to her quietly as he rose. “Come on, girl. Let’s take a walk out to the paddock and see Millie.”
She took a few cautious steps back as Cade rose to his full height, as if she still weren’t completely sure, but quickly returned to his side and followed him out through the large open doors at the end of the barn. Together, they walked out to visit Millie, an old quarter horse he was nursing back to health.
Millie and Red weren’t the usual kind of animals Cade worked with. Most of his time on the ranch was devoted to working with retired horses from various racetracks around Texas. Cade helped the horses adjust to life off the track and found new career paths for them. Some went to homes as pets, while others went into dressage or eventing, or began second careers as hunter jumpers. But Cade was drawn to animals who had been neglected or abused and never could resist helping animals like Millie and Red.
He suspected Red had been abused, but didn’t know for sure. She had been half starved and frightened out of her wits when he found her. It was possible she was only under socialized, but the way she shied away from any person she came in contact with, coupled with the scars that trimmed her body, made him think it had been more than simply not being socialized properly.
In Millie’s case, he knew exactly what had happened. She had been neglected. She’d been seized from an owner who left her in a stall that likely hadn’t seen a pitchfork or fresh hay in a month. She was skin and bones when she came to the ranch, and she had horrible thrush in her hooves from standing in her own waste and filth. County animal control had seized Millie and asked Cade for help, which he’d gladly given. After winning the court case against the owner, the county signed ownership over to Cade. He would rehab her and then find her the right home when the time came.
“She looks better and better, don’t you think?” Cade asked Red, who perked her ears up and looked up at him, an assessing gleam in her eyes.
Millie came to the fence and nickered. Miraculously, her trust in humans had never dwindled. She only needed time to fatten up and let her hooves heal. She was getting the dry bedding she needed, quality hay, and treatment for her hooves now that she was with Cade. When she was in better shape, Cade would ride her to see if, as he suspected, she’d make a nice horse for a child or a riding school. When he'd put a saddle on her a few days ago, she accepted it calmly and patiently. That patience could be a blessing to a child learning to ride.
“Hey, girl.” Cade rubbed the white blaze between Millie’s eyes as she stretched out her neck and turned her head to push against his hand. When he dropped his hand, she shoved her head against his shoulder. Millie was no dummy—she knew Cade kept mints in his chest pocket, and she never let him leave without getting at least one.
“Yes, ma’am.” Cade laughed. He pulled out a mint and fed it to the mare on the flat of his hand.
“Hoo, boy. Is that Red?” Cade’s brother Shane spoke from a healthy ten feet away, but even so, Red’s head ducked and she skittered behind Cade.
Cade looked at his brother who hung back, as always. Shane didn’t work the animals on the ranch like Cade, and he didn’t have the natural ability Cade had with them, but he had learned to give them space until Cade told him he could come closer. A couple of horses nipping at him and the consequent holes in his suit coats and dress shirts had taught him that, over the years.
“Yup. She had a bit of a breakthrough this morning—apparently she needed snuggling more than she needed her safety zone,” Cade said. “What’re you doing here on a weekday? Not that we don’t love seeing your ugly face, but to what do we owe the honor?”
Shane didn’t live and work on the ranch the way Cade did. He spent the week in town at his law firm doing everything from creating wills to representing people in court. He usually only came out to the ranch on weekends.
It always made Cade itch when he saw Shane wearing a suit. Although he and Shane could be twins with their dark hair and emerald-green eyes and their six-two matching heights, Cade wouldn’t be caught dead in a suit. And sometimes, he was convinced Shane wouldn’t be caught dead without one. Cade’s dusty Stetson identified him as much as the neatly knotted tie identified Shane.
“Just had to bring some papers out for Mama to sign. She’s setting up another scholarship fund,” Shane answered, still watching Red in amazement as she stood calmly behind Cade’s legs.
“I’ll walk you up to the house,” Cade said. “I’m starving.” The brothers turned and walked up toward the main house while Red trailed behind at a safe distance.
“Who’s the new fund for?” he asked as they walked.
Their mother, May Bishop, created scholarships by design whenever someone needed something that she was in a position to help with. After the initial person received their scholarship through the fund, she would keep it going, looking for others who needed help, year after year. She had funds for farmers who had suffered a poor crop due to natural causes, a fund for single mothers to pay for car or home repairs, and a number of funds for students pursuing different degrees.
“Amanda Ayers. She was short a few thousand dollars for nursing school. She has almost enough credits to graduate. Mama is making sure she can afford it.”
Cade nodded.
“I saw Lacey in town the other day. She looks better,” Shane said.
Cade didn’t answer right away. It had been a year since he and Lacey had broken up, and he still wasn’t too keen to talk about her. Shane should have known that.
“Yeah? She visiting her mom?” he finally asked, as they neared the front porch.
Shane nodded and slipped his suit coat off, folding it over his arm. “She’s still living in Austin with her dad. She’s starting school there in the fall. Plans to study fashion design or something.”
“Good. That’s good for her,” Cade said and nodded. He meant it. He wished Lacey well. At one time, he thought they would spend the rest of their lives together, but things began to unravel the last year they were together, and he had known they weren’t meant for each other.
The two men wiped off their feet before walking into the ranch’s welcoming kitchen.
May Bishop stood at the counter, talking into her cell phone. “Okay, Josh. We’ll see her when she gets here,” she said and then disconnected the phone and tucked it into her apron pocket.
“Hi, Mama,” Shane said, bending to kiss the small woman.
“Sit, boys,” May said. She put a basket of bread on the table.
Cade noticed the first hints of gray in her long dark braids, and how heavily she rested the right side of her body on her cane. The car accident that had taken their father’s life had left their mother with serious injuries, but she didn’t often let them slow her down.
May loved nothing more than to have her boys at the table where she could feed them. To her, food was love. There was no talk as the men ate, but that was typical. The Bishop Boys, as they were referred to in town, were well known for their appetites. When there was food in front of them, they ate with undivided focus. They tended to eat enormous quantities, particularly when their mother cooked meals like this. Thankfully, they were active enough to keep the food from thickening their waistlines. Cade with his work on the ranch, and Shane, running miles each day while thinking through cases and client problems.
When there wasn’t a scrap of food left, conversation began.
“What did Uncle Josh have to say?” Cade asked.
Josh Samuels wasn’t really Shane and Cade’s uncle. He had grown up with May and her late husband, Jim Bishop, and Shane and Cade considered him family. He was a physician now, and May had leaned on him when her husband died ten years ago. It wasn’t uncommon for him to spend a couple of weeks at the ranch in the summer.
“It was an odd call, actually. He’s sending someone out here to stay with us. He asked us not to contact him about her, but to keep her safe when she gets here. Says he isn’t sure exactly when she’ll arrive.”
Shane rubbed his brow, frowning, and Cade knew what was coming. Shane was a worrier. He worried about anything and everything, even when there wasn’t a damn thing to worry about.
“Mama, that sounds a little...off. Did he tell you anything else about who she is or why she’s coming? Why wouldn’t he know when we should expect her?” Shane asked as he and Cade ferried dirty dishes to the sink. Cade kept quiet. He didn’t see anything wrong with someone coming to the ranch if they needed help, and he knew their mother would see it that way, too. And even if he didn’t agree with her, arguing with their mother once she set her mind on something was useless.
“I don’t know,” May said mildly, “but I’m sure we’ll find out when our guest gets here.”
Shane let it rest for a few minutes while they washed plates, but Cade could tell he wasn’t going to let it drop.
“Did he say anything else about her? Does he know her well? And what does ‘keep her safe’ mean?” Shane asked. He rinsed the soap off a dish under the faucet and handed it to Cade to dry. “It sounds like this woman could be bringing a world of trouble with her.”
May let some of her annoyance show. “I don’t know, Shane, and I don’t need to know. Josh asked for our help and we’re going to give it to him. It’s as simple as that.”
“Mama,” Shane's tone said he disagreed. “People try to take advantage of older people all the time. It’s well known you have money. What if she’s some kind of scam artist?”
Cade took a big sidestep away from his brother. Shane didn’t know when to back down when facing off against their mother. He hadn’t figured out it was useless to argue with her. And, he sure hadn’t figured out that talking about someone taking advantage of the elderly was a surefire way to tick her off.
“Don’t you ‘Mama’ me. After all that man has done for us, I’m not about to ask questions when he needs help, and neither should either of you. We can take in animals left and right, but you want to shut your doors to a human being? A human being your Uncle Josh sent our way to look after? Shame on you. And, I’m not some old fool who can be conned or scammed. What do you think she did? Found out Josh knows me and somehow figured out a way to get him to send her here? That’s just silly. Not to mention what that says about your confidence in me. Do you think I’m just going to hand her my checkbook when she walks through the door?”
Cade stifled a laugh. Truth was, Mama would hand the woman her checkbook if she thought she needed money badly enough.
Cade took another step away from Shane and swallowed a grin, as May gave them both one of her I’ve-spoken-and-the-subject-is-closed looks. “I expect she’ll be here in the next few days. We’ll find out all we need to know about the situation then.”
Shane raised his eyebrows at Cade but didn’t say a word. Guess it was time to get ready for company.



CHAPTER 6
L aura shifted in the navy blue seat of the greyhound bus. It had taken far too many hours of sitting still to get to the hill country of Texas. There hadn’t been a flight to Austin for eight hours, and even though Josh volunteered to sit with her in the airport, she had needed to do this on her own. She wanted to find the inner strength to leave without leaning on Josh any more than she already had.
But she’d still felt as though every person who passed her as she waited in the airport was sent by the Kensingtons—to take her back. She held her breath countless times when a stranger seemed to look at her with knowing eyes, and had nearly run in a panic when one man walked right up to her and asked the time.
Josh dropped her at the airport, and she’d had to pass through security alone. At the time, Laura felt an irrational panic, as if she’d cut her final lifeline, her tether to safety. Once she finally boarded the plane, she’d been sick to her stomach for most of the flight, and now the never-ending bus ride between the airport and the ranch wasn’t making her feel any better. What had started out as a comfortable seat, now felt like a torture device designed to tie her back in knots and put her legs to sleep.
She had been cursed with an overly sensitive nose since the early weeks of her pregnancy, and that made the ride difficult to deal with. So many people in a confined space led to a mixture of odors that was unpleasant, at best. She nibbled crackers and got off the bus at each stop for a few gulps of air that was fresher than on board. She felt as if she would need to walk and move and stretch for days before she’d be ready to sit down again.
The discomfort took her mind off the fact that she didn’t know the people she was headed to see and had no idea what to expect. Dr. Samuels—no, Josh, he’d told her to call him Josh—had told her these people were like family; they’d take her in without question and she would be safe and welcomed there. That didn’t change the fact that Laura hated the idea of simply showing up on someone’s doorstep and for another handout. Taking money from Josh had been hard enough. Letting complete strangers take her in would be even harder to swallow.
It had been whipped into Laura as a little girl that handouts were not to be accepted, regardless of the need—but she had to think of her unborn child. Right now, there were no other options. She couldn't keep her baby safe and escape the overwhelming power of the Kensington family if she’d remained in their sphere of influence. So here she was, about to be delivered to Texas Hill Country.
An hour later, Laura stepped off the bus carrying the small backpack Josh had bought for her. He had loaded it with a few pairs of pants and shirts from Walmart along with toiletries. She’d cleaned herself up in the Austin Airport, but after four hours on a bus, she felt wrinkled and mussed beyond repair.
Laura looked across the street as the bus pulled out with a small whirlwind of orange dust in its wake. It had let her off just where Josh said it would at Jansen’s Feed Store. She swallowed the last bit of pride she had left, lifted her eyes, and crossed the road. This was for her child, and for her child, she could do anything. Even if it meant asking complete strangers for a handout.
A small bell announced her arrival in the feed store, and a few older gentlemen looked up from a table at the back of the room where they played cards. No one showed any sign that they recognized who she was, so her current rumpled condition must have hidden the fact that she was Laura Kensington—a woman most would recognize from news reports on the famous family. When her father-in-law was alive, his status as a United States senator and the family’s lengthy history of public service had kept them front and center in tabloids as well as legitimate news sources.
The current generation, Laura’s husband and his brother, Justin, had found the limelight for different reasons—because of their antics as playboys in their early twenties rather than through service. Both had shunned careers in politics. Patrick had started his real estate development business with his business partner, Alec, but Justin had dismissed the business world altogether. He had traveled the world at the expense of a trust fund large enough for him to continue on for decades in that manner, if he chose.
“Help you, miss?”
Laura turned to see a man on her right with a long gray beard. He wore a cap with a large fish on it and peered at her through wire-rimmed glasses.
“Yes, I’m looking for Tom Jansen. Can you please tell me where I might find him?” Laura asked. She hated this. Despised the idea of walking in off the street and asking for a ride the way Josh had told her to. He said they’d think nothing of it, but it didn’t seem right to her.
She felt his eyes take her in from head to toe. It wasn’t a leering look or inappropriate in any way. It was the way a local takes in someone who clearly isn’t from the area. When his eyes made it back to her face, they were kind and warm.
“You got him. What can I do fer ya?”
“I...uh… Josh Samuels told me I might be able to find a ride out to the Bishop Ranch if I came in here.” Laura looked toward the road where the bus had dropped her moments before. “I just came in by bus, and I don’t have a way out to the ranch. I wasn’t sure exactly when I’d arrive, so...” Laura pressed her lips shut, aware that she was babbling. Nothing was coming out as gracefully as she’d have liked.
The man in front of her appeared to think nothing of someone walking in off the street and asking for a ride. He simply smiled and turned to the group of men playing cards.
“Seth, you heading out toward May Bishop’s place? Young lady here needs a ride,” he called to one of the men.
A man who looked as though he’d spent the last forty years tanning his hide in the Texas sun threw down his cards and put a well-worn Stetson hat on his head. “You bet. Headed that way right now,” he said. He smiled at her, but she sensed he would have stayed to play cards all day if she hadn’t walked in and forced a change of his plans.
“Oh, I don’t want to cause you any trouble. Are you sure you’re ready to leave?” Laura asked, but the man was already talking a mile a minute about how he was headed that way and could he take her bag for her and “is this all you have? Just this little bag?” The situation was surreal, to say the least.
Laura gave a weak smile to Tom Jansen and followed Seth out to a beat-up truck parked in front of the feed store. The back was piled high with sacks of feed and a wooden crate filled with assorted tools, packages, and a small tray of plants.
Seth held the passenger door for her. Laura braced herself, knowing he’d touch an elbow or arm to help her into the truck. She knew from experience that the slightest touch would send a wave of nausea and fear through her, but if she anticipated it ahead of time and focused on it, she could cover any flinching. Laura gritted her teeth and held herself still while he helped her into the truck.
Seth walked around to the other side and settled himself next to her, then began a stream of chatter that didn’t seem to require any response from her.
“Visiting May and her boys? Hmmm. You’ll love it out at the ranch. First time you’ve been here, I’d guess. I would’ve seen ya if you’d been out here before. I make the trip to Jansen’s twice a week, to keep up with what’s going on. My wife, Joelle—you’ll meet her soon if you stay for long—she can’t get around much nowadays so she stays up at the house. I bring back all the news from town when I come out. She likes to hear what everyone’s up to.”
As Seth talked, Laura wondered how wise it was to come here. The way he spoke, it seemed as though everyone in a fifty-mile radius would know she was here within ten minutes. What on earth had she done, putting her trust in a stranger and taking his word that coming here to Texas, of all places, was the right thing to do?
She’d done what she had to do, that’s what she’d done. She’d have to go to the Bishop Ranch and then decide if it was the right place to be. She still had nearly six hundred dollars after buying a one-way ticket from Connecticut to Austin and paying her bus fare out to Evers, Texas. It wasn’t nearly the amount she’d received when she sold her jewelry, but getting to that money was too risky for now.
Laura watched the road and tried to listen as Seth talked next to her, but she didn’t process much of what he was saying. It seemed they were miles from nowhere, surrounded by fields dotted with cattle and barbed-wire fences. Seth slowed and turned at a wide wrought-iron gate anchored on either side by pillars of white stone. A looming sign over the entrance featured scrolled ironwork with large Iron Bs on either end with a horse in the center.
It struck Laura as odd that the stone pillars were connected to wire fencing around the rest of the land, but that looked like the way it was done out here—ornate entrances flanked by nothing but strands of wire.
“Well, this is it. I’ll take you on up to the main house where May’ll be. Cade’s probably out in the barns working with those animals he’s always taking in, and Shane’ll be in town. I expect you’ll want time to visit with May and get settled in before you see the rest of the family,” Seth said as he drove down a long dirt road with trees on both sides and green fields beyond.
Laura nodded as he talked and didn’t let on that she had no idea who Cade or Shane were and that Josh had only told her to ask for May. Laura was good at acting. She’d been acting for the last three years so it came pretty easy now. Seth probably assumed she knew all the Bishops well if she was coming for a visit, and she couldn’t blame him for that.
A large red barn stood off to the left, looking a lot larger and brighter than she’d expected. When Laura thought of barns, she pictured faded rust-colored paint, run down in appearance, and sided with weather-beaten wood. This barn looked new and modern.
Seth must have read her mind. “They put that new barn in about two years ago. Nothing but state of the art for Cade’s rescues,” he said with a laugh, but Laura didn’t know what he meant. She offered a small smile anyway.
They continued up the dirt road and she saw a paved walkway running alongside the road. She apparently had a lot to learn about ranches. She never would have imagined a paved walkway on a ranch.
As the house came into view—a large house made of the same white stone as the pillars out front—she noticed a large white wraparound porch. A small woman came out leaning heavily on a cane. On the porch sat a wheelchair, perhaps explaining the paved walkway. The woman waved, and a warm smile took over her open face.
For reasons she couldn’t explain, Laura was relieved. At that moment, she felt as though everything might be all right after all. As though she hadn’t just lived a nightmare, had her world upended, and gone on the run. Somehow, in this older woman’s smile, Laura found a sliver of peace.



CHAPTER 7
C ade watched Shane unfold himself from the sensible sedan he’d parked in front of the barn. Cade thought a man who was six-two should have a bigger car, but Shane just wanted a sensible, well-made, moderately-priced car. It seemed silly not to get something bigger he’d fit in comfortably, and that didn’t make him look like a sardine crammed into a tin can.
Cade had called Shane as soon as he saw Seth drop off their mysterious visitor, but when his brother started in with questions about her, he regretted making the call.
“Did you see her? What did she look like?” Shane asked as he approached.
“Couldn’t really see anything. Seth dropped her off up at the house and must have said ‘hi’ to Mama before he drove off. That was it,” Cade said with a shrug.
“You didn’t see anything else?” Shane asked, squinting against the glare of the sun. “Do you think she’s a friend of Uncle Josh’s daughter? Was she young? Old?”
Cade laughed and kept walking. “I think you can relax, Shane. She hardly looked like a crazed killer, and I doubt Uncle Josh would send a con artist Mama’s way. What’s got you so worked up about this?”
“Heck, I don’t know. I just worry about Mama nowadays. I know she likes setting up scholarship funds and helping everyone out, but I wish she’d do it anonymously. It’s like sticking a huge billboard out on the road that says: ʻI’ve got money, and you can take advantage of me if you want.’ It makes her vulnerable to all kinds of people.”
Cade shook his head at his brother as they took the porch steps two at a time together. “I think law school made you bitter and pessimistic, brother.”
A scowl was the only answer he got before they were at the door, looking through the inset window at the woman who had arrived less than half an hour before.
Cade hadn’t expected anyone like the petite blonde woman who sat at his mother’s kitchen table, hands wrapped around a mug as if she needed its heat. He wasn’t sure what he expected, but he knew she wasn’t it. She had long white-blonde hair that fell over her shoulders in a silky wave. Her eyes were brown, but darkened in shadow as if she needed to sleep for several days to make up for deprivation or stress. There was something hauntingly familiar about her, but the image was too vague for him to figure it out.
As he watched through the window, her beauty was plain for any to see, but it was her body language that caught his attention. She looked ready to flee at any moment. Her eyes froze on him and Shane when she saw them through the glass. Sure enough, she stood and braced herself as soon as Cade turned the door handle to walk into the kitchen. What she was braced against, he didn’t know.
Cade saw her tense, but also thought he saw a conscious effort to relax her body seconds later, as if she had practiced shielding her internal state for some time now.
“Hey, Mama. We saw our guest had arrived and thought we’d come say hello.” Cade removed his hat and nodded at the woman watching him with wary eyes.
“Boys, this is Laura. Laura, these are my boys. You’ll see Cade here on the ranch every day. Shane lives in town and works in his office there, but you’ll see him here every few days as well.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” came her quiet response. She was dignified, almost regal, as if she’d been trained how to hold herself, how to engage with people. How to put on the right show for those who watched.
Laura sat down again. Apparently, she had decided not to run but Cade couldn’t help noticing the way she slid her backpack closer to her.
“How do you know our Uncle Josh?” Shane dug right into the questions as he always did, earning frowns from Mama and an eye roll from Cade.
“Will you excuse us a minute, Laura? Shane, in the den.” May Bishop didn’t request that her son join her, and she didn’t wait for his response. It was an order. She walked into the adjoining room and Cade knew she expected Shane to follow. Cade went along, as well, sensing Laura wouldn’t feel comfortable being left alone with him so soon after meeting him.
Cade shut the door behind them to keep the conversation from Laura’s ears, but he imagined she would guess they were arguing anyway.
“Shane, I won’t say this again. That woman is welcome in my home and you won’t make her feel otherwise. Do you understand me?”
“Mama, you don’t know anything about her. She looks like trouble’s chasing hot on her tail, and we need to know what kind of trouble that is.”
May let out a huff of laughter but there was censure rather than humor in it. “You saw all that from one glance at that poor woman?”
Cade stared out the window at the long dusty drive that led to the house, waiting for his mother and brother to hash things out. He had only spent thirty seconds with the woman, same as Shane, but he could also see she was running scared. It seemed clear that the woman wouldn’t be here if she didn’t need help. And, hiding out didn’t necessarily mean she’d done anything to deserve trouble coming her way. He wasn’t as inclined as Shane to give her the third degree, although he did wish he could figure out why she looked so familiar.
“She’ll tell us why she’s here in good time, but until then you’ll treat her with respect, Shane. And, you will not question her, you hear?”
Cade didn't wait to hear Shane’s response. Laura must have heard their conversation, because the front door slammed and Cade saw their beautiful houseguest hurrying down the walkway he’d paved for Mama, backpack slung over her shoulder, blond hair swinging out behind her.
“We’ve got a runner,” Cade said as he shoved away from the window and headed for the front door. Shane caught up to him, but Mama only made it as far as the front porch. She’d need her wheelchair or help from one of them to make it any further.
“Wait here, Shane,” Cade said as he moved to catch up to the woman. Shane didn’t listen, of course. He chased down their guest, and Cade saw what was about to happen a split second too late. Much too late to stop it.
Cade knew Shane meant her no harm. He only meant to talk to her, but Shane didn’t see the things Cade did. Shane didn’t realize this wasn’t a woman you could touch casually in that way, at least not when she felt threatened and wanted to leave. Before Cade could stop his brother, Shane reached out to grab her arm.
What he saw next was predictable to him, but it broke his heart just the same. The woman dropped to the ground, crouched over, hands on her head to ward off blows she didn’t realize would never come while she was safe on their ranch. Crouched to protect herself from whatever she imagined was about to come. The sight was heart wrenching.
Shane stood over her, looking stricken, and Cade could hear Mama’s concerned questions from the porch behind him. Cade moved alongside Shane. “Go on back up to the house,” he said quietly, calmly. “Help Mama get lunch on the table. We’ll be up soon.”
Shane didn’t argue this time. His face was a mask of stunned mollification as he turned back toward the porch and left Cade and Laura alone.
Laura was mortified. She moved her hands down from around her head, but used them to cover her face and the heat she knew would be in her cheeks. She knew she looked like an idiot. She squeezed her eyes shut and breathed deeply in an effort to keep tears from falling though they burned behind her lids.
By the time she’d gotten to the ranch, she was on her very last legs, tired in a way she’d never been before. Perhaps part of that was the pregnancy, but she’d had no idea how badly the exhaustion would affect her ability to cope. One minute, she’d heard Shane talking about who she was and what trouble she might bring with her and the next, she’d known she needed to get out of there. She had to go before he started asking questions she didn’t want to answer. All of her usual defense mechanisms and coping tricks had left her when she’d heard the men coming up behind her. And when Shane had reached for her, she’d reacted to protect herself, her baby.
Now she was on the ground in an embarrassing display of stupidity and foolishness. Patrick’s voice hissed in her ear. Fool. Get up off the floor, Laura. They’ll know what an idiot you are. Always showing your background. Always showing those damn roots.
She could almost see him looking down at her as she crouched on the ground.
Laura didn’t need Patrick’s voice to tell her how stupid she looked right now. She knew it well enough herself. What would they think of her? She stayed where she was, kneeling on the ground, her face buried in her hands, making sure no tears fell to the ground. She couldn’t bring herself to face anyone after that little display. Her heart beat too quickly in her chest and she needed to calm herself.
Laura heard a soft voice behind her and heard footsteps walking back toward the house. She slid one hand to the side and saw Cade sit down next to her, arms draped casually over his drawn up knees. He kept his body angled toward the barn and didn’t reach out to her.
“We’ll just stay here a bit. When you’re ready to get up, you reach out for my arm and I'll help you up, okay?” Cade said.
Then, much to Laura’s surprise, he simply talked. He didn’t ask questions or try to figure out why she’d fallen to the ground and covered herself like the town idiot after a harmless touch. He didn’t make a big deal out of the fact that she was practically curled in a ball. He talked about nothing and everything all at once.
“I’ve always loved this time of day. Come to think of it, I love any time of day, but this time is especially nice. Middle of the day, after morning chores are done: animals fed, stalls cleaned, all turned out to pasture. After lunch, I’ve got nothing but playtime to look forward to. Ride a few of the horses. Do some training with my girl, Red.”
Cade’s voice was soothing, calming. A balm somehow on her frazzled nerves. He spoke as though he expected nothing from her, and that in itself was comforting.
“Hey, speak of the devil herself,” Cade said. There was a spark of genuine pleasure to his voice that drew Laura’s head up a bit.
When she lifted her head, she was face to face with a beautiful red dog wagging her tail, low and fast. The dog sniffed the air in Laura’s direction as if trying to get a reading of some sort, and her whole body wriggled as she came forward and licked at Laura’s hands. Hands that shook as they reached out, unsure of herself but drawn to the beautiful creature in front of her.
The dog’s eyes were warm and deep and she let Laura pet behind her silken ears. The muscles that rippled beneath the dog’s short hair spoke of power and strength, but she was gentle and timid, almost as if she saw something familiar in Laura and wanted to connect with her.
“Well, I’ll be. She really likes you,” Cade said with a laugh.
Laura looked over to see him watching as Red continued to wriggle under Laura’s pats and scratches.
“She didn’t let me touch her until today. It took me about four weeks to earn that, and here you are on the farm for an hour and she waltzes up, pretty as a picture, and lets you snuggle with her. Ms. Red, I don’t mind telling you, I’m feeling a little like a jilted lover.”
A smile tugged at the corners of Laura’s mouth. He still hadn’t pressed her for answers or tried to lure her back inside. Laura looked over at his kind green eyes that watched as she petted Red. If she didn’t get up soon, she’d either lose feeling in her legs or fall back in the dirt. With a deep fortifying breath, Laura reached out and took hold of Cade’s arm. Cade simply smiled and helped pull her to her feet. They walked inside together as if he’d only taken her for a tour of the ranch before lunch.



CHAPTER 8
C ade and May carried on an easy conversation during lunch, talking about the animals on the ranch, the new scholarship Shane was setting up for her, Red’s progress with people, and more. Shane sat quietly as if he didn’t know what to say to Laura, and Laura focused only on avoiding eye contact with everyone. Between Cade and May’s conversation, the air didn’t hang near as heavy as it could have.
“Did you get José the papers to renew their lease, Shane?” May asked her oldest son.
Shane nodded and swallowed a mouthful of food. “We signed everything last week. I wrote up a twenty-five year lease this time so we don’t have to worry about it for a while, but I gave him a clause to get out of it if he needs to.”
“Good,” May said then turned to Laura. “The ranch is four thousand acres, but we don’t use all of that anymore. We use about five hundred acres for the animals Cade rehabs, but we lease the other thirty-five hundred acres to José Sandoval and his family. They own a small plot behind us that was too small to do much with. By leasing our land, they’re able to turn a profit on their cattle. You may see the cattle as they’re rotated through the different pastures from time to time. José and his wife often come over for dinner on Sundays, and they help us out around here when we need them.”
Laura nodded. Later, she would wonder why they didn’t use the land themselves anymore. For now, she was too distracted to think about anything other than whether staying on the ranch was a good idea. She needed to rest for a day or two, but should probably move on after that.
Maybe she could get in touch with John Smith and have him send the permanent identity to her here before relocating. But would staying that long be wise? It would be a few weeks, at least. It didn’t seem like a good idea to just sit and wait for the Kensingtons to track her down.
No. I’d better move on and have him send it to me down the road somewhere.
Laura was lost in thought when May’s voice pulled her back to the present. “My husband was always more interested in his inventions than in running the ranch,” May said, with a wistful smile. “His family had worked it for generations, but he liked tinkering in the barn more than he liked keeping cattle in it. For years we all teased him about it.”
Cade and Shane shared a wry smile as Laura looked from one of them to the other, trying to understand.
Shane sounded a little bitter when he explained. “It wasn’t always easy trying to run the ranch while he was busy with his inventing, but in the end, the joke was on all of us. He invented an industrial glue, pretty much by accident one day. I’m still not sure what he was trying to invent that day. But the glue is what came out. It’s used in manufacturing all over the world now. The patent earned him enough money to play in his tinker barn, as we call it, until the day he died and beyond.”
Laura smiled, but she didn’t miss the way a little of the light left May’s expression at the mention of her husband’s passing. May and her husband must have been truly in love. That was what Laura had hoped for herself one day. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she’d dared to dream of love, but in reality had only been three years.
“Well boys, go on and get this table cleared so you can get back to work.”
Laura almost did a double take as the men rose without complaint and began clearing the table. Patrick would never have helped with what he saw as a woman’s work.
“Aren’t lawyers supposed to have days packed full of appointments and meetings?” May chided Shane as he piled the plates in a stack to clear them.
“Not small-town lawyers, Mama,” he answered, but Laura could hear affection in his voice, not genuine correction.
Laura moved to help clear the dishes away but May insisted she sit and relax.
“You rest some more and then I’ll show you to your room after the boys go back to work. You can settle in.”
Laura blanched. Settle in. She had no idea where she would go or how she would find a job, but she couldn’t possibly stay here for more than a day or so. She couldn't shake the feeling that she needed to keep moving, keep running.
“I’ll begin looking for work and a place to stay right away,” she started, thinking she’d just tell them she had found work and move along, but May cut her off.
“You’ll do no such thing. Josh knew what he was doing when he sent you here. And, if he sent you to me, I’m guessing you’ve got no family to take you in and no job prospects. It’ll be wonderful to have some company around here during the day.”
Laura could tell Cade and Shane were listening. Their conversation had quieted in the other room, but they didn’t argue with their mother’s offer.
“Now then,” May said as she pushed herself up from the table, “let me show you your room.” With that, she moved toward the stairs and made her way up, leaning heavily on the railing, clearly expecting Laura to follow.
Laura didn’t know what to say or do. If Patrick’s family found her here, she could bring trouble to the Bishops. She couldn’t do that to them.
She weighed her options, and there weren’t many. She’d worked at a diner as a waitress in high school. It wouldn’t be fun to be on her feet for ten-hour shifts when she got further along in her pregnancy, but plenty of women had done it. She’d do it, too.
After a few days’ rest at the ranch, she’d slip out and move on to look for work and a quiet place to settle. Maybe she could call Josh and see if he could get her money from the greenhouse and wire it to her. If she left as soon as she received the wire, she wouldn’t be around for the Kensingtons to catch up to her. That would give her enough to put down a deposit on an apartment in a new place.
Laura rose and started up the stairs after May, who moved painstakingly slowly. Shane came into the room, hands shoved in his pockets. Cade stood behind him. He cleared his throat and Laura paused.
“Laura. I um, I just want you to know, I won’t say anything. What I mean is, you’ll be safe here,” Shane said, eyes on the floor. “We won’t tell anyone you’re here.”
Laura swallowed past the lump in her throat and nodded before turning up the stairs again. She knew she should tell them that her husband was dead, that his family might be coming after her. That maybe her husband had been in some sort of trouble before he died. The needles of doubt pegged her again when she thought of the USB drive she’d left hidden in the kitchen.
She should tell them about the baby. But she couldn’t bring herself to tell them any of it. Laura pushed aside the guilt that swirled around her and followed May upstairs. With any luck, she was overreacting. Whatever Patrick had been involved in, whatever he’d hidden, was nothing that could come back to haunt her. With any luck, the Kensingtons would let her go and she’d live in peace, finally free of her husband and the horror her life had become the last few years.



CHAPTER 9
A lec Hall rested his hand on the ornate wrought-iron railing leading to Martha Kensington's Upper West Side brownstone. Over the past two days, he’d been by the side of his deceased business partner’s mother and brother, helping with the funeral arrangements. He’d ensured that the newspapers and news stations had photos of Patrick Kensington that had been approved by Martha, and patiently bided his time. He’d have to put up this façade as long as necessary to find the evidence he hadn’t known existed until it was too late. He needed to get into Patrick’s home and search for the proof Patrick had threatened him with in his dying moments.
He had no idea if the evidence would be on paper, on a thumb drive, or on Patrick’s computer. Hell, it could be anything and anywhere. But no matter its form, he needed to find it before someone else did.
Alec was tired of having to kowtow to Martha. He’d been doing that for the last ten years as Patrick’s partner, and it sickened him to have to continue now. Martha didn’t know the truth about his background. If she had, she never would have let her son associate with him, much less go into business with him. Martha Kensington had controlled Patrick mercilessly; she always had. If her background check into Alec had been able to get past the backstory he had created, she would know Alec was nothing more than a street kid with a long juvenile record, a kid who’d grown up as Alec Halligan in the gutters of New York City. If she’d known that, she would have put an end to Patrick’s dealings with Alec right away. Kensingtons didn’t mix with the Alec Halligans of the world.
Patronizing Martha a little longer was a necessity now. Alec needed access to Patrick’s home and to his wife. He had to be sure Laura Kensington didn’t know anything about the evidence Patrick had dug up the week before his death. The best way to do that was to stay close to the family, to be supportive, and solicitous. To cater to their every damn need, as they were accustomed to.
Justin answered his knock and ushered him in, then shut the door against the flashbulbs of the reporters who surrounded the front steps. The reporters hadn’t been satisfied with the canned statements made by the family’s publicist, but then again, when someone as prominent and wealthy as Patrick Kensington died, the vultures were never satisfied with scraps.
The shit I could tell them about that man.
Ironically, Patrick had never cared when Alec made sure they were awarded projects with well-placed cash gifts, or a favor here or there for someone in a position to help them. He hadn’t cared when Alec had gotten a little rough on occasion to make sure other companies backed out of a project, or to ensure someone kept a promise made to him or Patrick. He hadn’t cared one bit when Alec had subbed out materials on jobs to raise their profit margin. But when he’d figured out Alec was skimming a little extra for himself now and then... Well, that had been another story altogether. The pompous ass thought he could come down on Alec, threaten him with jail time and exposure. Patrick thought he’d pin all of the company’s wrongdoing over the years on Alec, getting away free and clear, and getting rid of Alec in the process.
But, that wasn’t happening. Alec was the one who had taken all the risks, did the dirty work to build that company. He deserved a bigger piece of the pie, so he’d taken it. And he’d be damned if he would let any of the Kensingtons take that away from him. Not Patrick, and certainly not his little mouse of a wife, Laura. He didn’t know if Laura had the evidence, or even knew what had been happening. He was fairly sure Patrick wouldn’t have shared anything with his wife, but who could be certain? He sure as hell wasn’t taking any chances now.
“How are you holding up, Justin?” Alec asked quietly, ever playing the part. He handed his coat to the housekeeper who waited silently beside the door.
He followed Justin into the sitting room on the left and was greeted by the always-cold eyes of Martha Kensington. Justin didn’t answer Alec’s query; he just grunted and poured himself another drink from the sidebar then waved the bottle at Alec with a brow raised in question.
Alec nodded, accepted the drink, and sat next to Martha.
“How are you feeling, Martha? Have the reporters been at you all morning?” She would lay her son to rest today. Alec almost felt a pinch of remorse for the pain she must be going through. Just a pinch, easily pushed aside when he thought about the way Patrick had cornered him. He hadn’t had any choice when it came down to it. Alec had learned at an early age that the only way to get yourself out of a corner was to come out swinging. Swing fast and hard, and don’t stop fighting until your opponent lay bleeding on the floor beneath you.
Martha’s husband had died from a heart attack at the age of forty-three, and his father before him had died almost as young from heart failure. No one had questioned it when Patrick suffered the same end. He had only been thirty-seven but with a family history like that, who would think to look for poison in his system? Tox screens weren’t done as a matter of course unless there was some reason to go digging, and succinylcholine wouldn’t be stumbled upon unless someone found a reason to go looking. Alec knew enough about the nurse who’d given him the drug that she’d keep his secret forever, provided he did the same with hers. She no more wanted her secrets to come out than he did.
Alec didn’t receive an answer from Martha either, because the phone rang as soon as the words were out of his mouth. She turned to pick it up as if she were glad to skip the obligation of conversing with him. As he listened to her side of the conversation and watched her stony eyes grow even harder, several things became clear.
First, she’d sent her driver to pick Laura up at the hospital rather than see to her daughter-in-law herself or even send Justin to bring her to their home. Typical, Alec realized. He and Laura had been treated in much the same manner: as outsiders who hadn’t measured up. Not that anyone really measured up in the Kensingtons’ world.
When Patrick and Laura had married three years ago, Alec wondered why his partner had married a woman who clearly didn’t meet his family’s standards. Laura came from the wrong side of the tracks in a small New Jersey town that Patrick liked to say was the armpit of the state. At first Alec thought Patrick was rebelling in some way, but that wasn't it at all. It hadn’t taken Alec long to figure out control was the name of the game. Patrick liked the control he had over Laura, the way he could hold himself over her with such superiority.
His mother did the same thing with everyone around her, and Alec had to wonder if Laura had been paying the price for Martha’s treatment of Patrick these past few years. It was ironic, really. Martha Kensington was no better a mother than Alec’s own crack-whore of a mother had been. Which was to say, not very good at all. Alec suppressed a laugh at the thought and refocused on Martha’s conversation.
Before Martha had even hung up the phone, Alec deciphered what had happened. Laura wasn’t in the hospital or anywhere else that the driver could find. She was missing. He forced his hand to loosen around the glass he held and set it carefully on the table as Martha hung up the phone.
“She never allowed the doctor to check her in. She simply left saying her sister was picking her up. She doesn’t have a sister!” Martha ranted.
Her voice was cold and tight with indignation. There was no concern for Laura or her well-being in the tone, only anger that she would dare defy Martha and her wishes.
Justin grunted and downed the rest of his drink before pouring another one.
Martha rose, her carriage regal and commanding. “Lord knows what goes through that ignorant woman’s head, but I won’t allow her to embarrass us in this manner.” Martha handed her empty glass to Justin. “Alec, put out a statement that Laura is still under her doctor’s care and not able to attend services today due to her fragile state.” The words were spit out with an appropriate level of poison to their tone.
Your concern for Laura is touching, Martha.
Alec pulled out his cell phone and flipped through his contacts. “I’ve got the number for a private investigator I’ve worked with on some sensitive matters. His agency is excellent and highly regarded. He’ll keep this quiet while he tracks her down.”
Martha made a dismissive noise, but Alec chose to take that as assent and made the call anyway. If Laura was on the run, that only confirmed his suspicion. Patrick must have given her the evidence he had against Alec before he died. Alec needed to find her. Fast.



CHAPTER 10
L aura followed the paved path down toward the large red barn that housed Cade’s horses and a few dogs he picked up from time to time. She’d spent the morning listening to May tell her about Evers, the town closest to the Bishop Ranch. Apparently, there wasn’t much more to it than what she’d seen on her way through the day before.
There was Jansen’s Feed Store, a diner run by two sisters who spent most of their time arguing—but whose cooking couldn’t be beat, so people put up with the bickering—a bank, gas station, and convenience store. There were a few old buildings that now housed a gallery and a potter’s workshop that had begun to draw tourists on the weekends. Three churches rounded out the lot.
While May talked, Laura planned. She had almost six hundred dollars in cash left. Not really enough to buy a reliable car if she wanted to have anything left for a hotel room when she stopped to rest. She’d need to take a bus if she wanted to move again. Big city or small town? There was probably more opportunity to hide herself among a large number of people in a city and better odds she’d get a job right away, but the cost of living would be higher. In the end, she’d decided to look for a moderately sized city—large enough to get lost in, but small enough so the cost of living wouldn’t be overwhelming. She needed to settle somewhere and let the man working on her identity know where she was so she could get her papers. She had decided to contact Josh and see if he could get to her cash in the greenhouse to send on to her wherever she settled.
After they finished making a stew that was now simmering on the stove, May had trimmed the excess fat off the meat they hadn’t used, and sent Laura down to the barn with the scraps for Red. As she walked, Laura looked out over the endless fields at the horses grazing in the heat of the Texas day. There was a stillness and quiet to the ranch that calmed Laura. She knew she had to keep moving to stay safe, but she was grateful for the small respite she’d been offered here. And honestly, she had a feeling it wasn’t going to be easy to move on.
She’d spent her whole life under the thumb of a cruel and unforgiving father who hated her simply for being born—and later, living in fear of her husband’s fists and the cruel blows they struck with such ease. From the moment she’d discovered she was pregnant, she’d known it was only a matter of time before one of Patrick's blows would hit her in the wrong place and take her baby’s life.
The ranch seemed to have an energy that whispered of possibilities to Laura. It told her she could be anything she chose to be, anyone she set out to be. She had only to decide who or what, and embrace her future. If only she wasn’t afraid to listen to those whispers, afraid to believe their message. Afraid to stay in one place.
Laura looked up to see Red trotting toward her, mouth open and happy, tongue lolling as she panted in the heat. Laura laughed and knelt down. It was amazing how easily the dog brought a smile to her face. One that was genuine and heartfelt, not forced and polite.
“Hey beautiful girl. I brought you a surprise,” Laura said, pulling the chunks of meat out for a greedy mouth that gobbled them down in one bite.
“Mornin’, Laura,” Cade said from twenty feet away. He leaned on the barn door, shoulder against the edge, long legs crossed. He was as relaxed and in his element as any man could be. Though Cade was tall and lean, she could tell he was muscular beneath the tan work shirt and worn jeans, and Laura was embarrassed to find that her pulse quickened whenever he was near her. For a split second, she found herself wondering what it would feel like to run her hands over those muscles, to feel that strength. She pushed the urge and the thoughts away.
His dark hair fell messily over his forehead, framing green eyes that always seemed to be smiling. “It was like she heard you coming a mile away. Whined for me to open the door so she could get to you.”
Cade was so unlike the men she’d met in her life so far. He didn’t move toward Laura. He seemed unhurried, as if he could wait for her to choose to either walk away or toward him, without any concern over the way the decision went. Oddly, she felt a pang at the thought that he might not care if she walked away. A part of her that had been long dead wanted him to care. Wanted him to want her.
Laura closed the yards between them slowly, not at all sure she really wanted to spend any more time than she had to with anyone on the ranch if she was only going to leave. But she was drawn to him despite her hesitation. Red followed by her side, keeping herself in contact with Laura’s leg as they walked.
“She probably just smelled the meat May sent down for her,” Laura said.
She didn’t know what else to say after that. She crossed her arms, holding herself in the protective bubble she’d built over the last few years. It’d been a long time since she’d talked to anyone outside her husband’s family, unless you counted the polite, mindless chatter that had been expected at business functions and social events. There, she’d worn a carefully constructed mantle that showed the world what they expected to see.
Laura didn’t want to step back into the persona she’d worn for the last three years as Patrick’s wife. She didn’t want to be that person anymore.
Cade filled in the silence for her. “I can show you the horses, introduce you to a few of them,” he said, motioning over his shoulder with an easy jerk of the chin toward the barn.
Laura nodded. She followed him into the barn, but stayed back a few paces. He didn’t seem to care if she talked or not, which in itself took the pressure off and made it easier to be around him.
Laura followed Cade up to one of the stall doors, but stepped back when a large brown head with a white stripe down the center popped over the half door.
“Oh!” The horse was much larger than Laura had thought it would be, making her wonder whether she really wanted to meet the magical creatures she’d seen in the fields on her way down from the house. They seemed smaller from a distance. Smaller, and safer, too.
The horse lowered his head and shoved at Cade’s chest, throwing him back a foot or two and making him laugh—a rich deep laugh that seemed to reach right into Laura and warm her from the inside out.
“He’s looking for a mint,” Cade said, and pulled a wrapped peppermint out of his pocket. He raised a brow and looked at Laura. “You want to feed him?”
Laura frowned at the mint in Cade’s hand. “You’re teasing me. He doesn’t eat mints,” she said, looking back at the beautiful horse who continued to push at Cade for the candy.
This brought more laughter rumbling from Cade’s chest. “I wouldn’t tease you like that. Horses love mints. I promise. I probably shouldn’t feed them as many as I do, but I can’t help it. I’m a pushover.” He stepped aside, giving Laura more space. She watched his face for a long moment searching for signs that he was teasing, but he seemed to be telling the truth.
She reluctantly stepped forward and eyed the mint sitting on Cade’s open palm. Laura reached forward and took the candy from his hand, then watched as Cade rubbed the palm of his hand up and down the white marking on the horse’s face. The horse leaned in for the rubbing, seeming to enjoy the contact.
She was mesmerized watching those large hands stroke the horse. Cade’s hands had never hit a woman—of that Laura was absolutely sure. She didn’t know how, but she knew it with a certainty that calmed her. His were hands that were strong and sure, but they were gentle at the same time. They healed and loved and taught, but they didn’t hurt.
She took a step toward the horse, but faltered as he turned his head. He reached his nose toward her hand with lips working furiously to try to reach the mint.
“His mouth is huge,” Laura said, and pulled her hand back.
“He won’t hurt you. Just hold it flat on your hand and he’ll do the rest. You won’t even feel his teeth, I promise.” Cade slipped his hand under hers, cushioning it as she reached forward with the candy.
Cade was right. The horse’s mouth was velvet on her palm as he lipped the candy off her hand. It disappeared with a satisfying crunch that lured a laugh from Laura, despite herself.
“What’s his name?” she asked as she placed her hand on the flat of the horse’s face as Cade had done. She was rewarded when the horse leaned in to her hand and let her rub.
“Cayenne’s Pride was his racing name. Race horses have names that tell you where they came from. The Cayenne tells you what stable he was out of. He came from Cayenne Jackson’s place. Pride is sort of like his given name. I can’t decide if I want to call him Cayenne or Pride or come up with something totally different. Time will tell,” Cade said.
“He’s yours? I thought all the horses here came to be rehabbed and then rehomed.”
“Most do, but I’m keeping him. My horse had to be put down about a year ago. Had bone cancer. I’ve been waiting for another horse to come along that spoke to me. This guy’s it. I knew it the minute I saw him.” Cade looked at the horse with a reverent love and respect that Laura figured was what made him so good at what he did. It took her breath away to see the relationship between the two.
“Why did he retire?” Laura asked.
“Hock injury. He’s been on stall rest but I’m rehabbing him gradually. He’ll be sound again soon. His injury wasn’t serious enough to cause him to be lame for life, it just isn’t something a racehorse owner wants to deal with. There was a time when they would’ve put him down, but nowadays there are people like me who take them and work with them.”
Cayenne’s Pride flipped his head with a neigh and drew back into the stall to pull hay from a bracket on the wall.
“I guess we’ve been dismissed,” Cade said with a smile. “Come on, I’ll show you Millie. She’ll have a fit if we don’t visit her.”
They turned toward the other end of the barn, but footsteps behind them made Laura whirl. It had only been a day since her arrival, and she still felt as if the Kensingtons would show up any minute to take her back.
Laura took a steadying breath when she saw it was only Shane coming around the corner into the barn. He still made her jumpy, but she’d rather see him than the Kensingtons. She knew Cade watched her closely, aware of her attempt to regulate her breathing. The man saw way too much. No doubt he had read every line of tension that spiked before she’d seen Shane, and had questions about what caused her to tense up, but she wasn’t ready to answer anyone’s questions yet.
“Hey, Cade, Laura.”
“What brings you here two days in a row, Shane?” Cade taunted. “You rethinking that career in town? I have stalls you can muck out if you’re looking for a change.”
Shane laughed and shook his head. “You can keep your horse sh—” He glanced at Laura, amending his sentence. “I’ll let you handle the pitchfork.” The brothers smiled at each other and Laura began to relax, but the feeling was short lived.
Shane’s face became serious as he looked at Laura. “I actually came out to talk to you, Laura. It seems you’ve made the news.”
She couldn’t have controlled the intake of breath if she’d tried. She felt Cade move closer to her as the muscles in her shoulders tensed so tightly they hurt. Cade didn’t touch her, but she felt his presence next to her as palpably as she felt her own nails dig into the palms of her hands. Shane handed her a printout from The New York Times online, and she immediately recognized the picture of her standing next to Patrick on the front page. It had been taken at last year’s Christmas party for Patrick’s business. She’d had to wear the high-collared navy blue dress to hide the marks that marred her neck.
A headline above the picture read: Laura Kensington Missing. Laura let her eyes drop to the print and scanned the text. Most of the quotes came from her husband’s business partner, a man who had always frightened Laura almost as much as Patrick had. There was an underlying evil behind the mask he wore for the world. The same way Patrick’s face had always been a mask hiding the devil.
The words in the article hit her full force in the gut. Unstable, emotionally distraught after husband’s death, pregnant, danger to herself or child.
The irony of it all was that Patrick and his family wouldn’t have known about the baby if he’d died a week earlier.
Laura shivered as she remembered Patrick standing over her while she sat on the toilet when he’d made her take a pregnancy test. She’d already known the outcome—had for weeks. She had tried to hide it from him, but he didn’t buy her excuses when she’d been vomiting daily for over two weeks.
If he hadn’t caught on, if he hadn’t made her take the test and then called his family to brag about the son he was sure he would have, the family would have gladly let her walk away after his death. They would be relieved to be rid of the trash Patrick had brought home.
Laura took a step back. The paper fell from her hands, as one hand landed on her stomach. She looked at Cade and Shane, shaking her head and moving away from them as if by sheer will she could somehow make this go away.
“It’s all right, Laura,” Shane said. “You don’t have to leave. If there’s a reason you can’t go back there, the ranch is the safest place for you to be.”
“No.” Laura shook her head again. They now knew her secret. “I have to go. I have to leave. People have seen me here.” She backpedaled further, then realized she’d worked herself into a corner. Would the Bishops question her stability now, or wonder if she’d hurt her baby after reading those lies?
Laura’s mind raced to the people in town who had seen her get off the bus, to Tom Jansen and Seth who would surely recognize her. She’d need to change her appearance and get hold of another fake identity. She had to get far away from anyone who had seen her until she could change the way she looked. She needed to be sure no one could force her and her baby back to the Kensingtons.
“Laura,” Cade said, quietly and calmly, stepping in front of her and leaning down to catch her gaze without touching her. He drew her eyes to his before speaking again.
“Shane didn’t tell you because we want you to leave. He told you so we could help. You need to trust us, Laura. This is the safest place for you to be. Even if anyone other than Shane happens to read The New York Times.” Cade threw a wry glance over his shoulder at Shane before looking back to Laura as though he didn’t understand why his brother would read a national paper in their small town. “No one that’s seen you will tell anyone where you are. People around here are loyal to a fault to Mama. She’s helped all of them, one way or another, and sent half the kids around here to college or trade school or something. If people know May Bishop is protecting you, you’re as safe as you can be. I promise.”
Shane stepped up behind Cade. “He’s right, Laura. No one’s going to tell anyone you’re here. And with Cade here, no one’s going to be able to get on the grounds and get to you without him knowing it. If you leave, you’ll be out there on your own.”
Laura didn’t need him to tell her that. She knew better than anyone if she ran from the ranch she was heading out into nothing, with no one to support her. Still, what choice did she have? What if she brought trouble to these people? There was trouble coming for her one way or another. Whether it was in the form of the Kensingtons coming after her for the baby or someone else coming because of whatever had put fear into Patrick’s eyes before his death, she didn’t know. But she knew trouble would come before long.
“Laura, no.” Cade’s voice was quiet with the command he issued so calmly. A command urging her not to run.
She felt Red press against her legs as if she too had something to say about the situation.
Cade’s voice changed to a plea. “Let’s go on up and talk to Mama.”
“You don’t have to go back to the house,” came May’s voice from behind the men. “I’m here. Joelle called and told me she saw the article in the paper. She read me the whole thing.” May rolled her wheelchair further into the barn and Laura let her gaze meet the woman’s sharp eyes. “Unstable my foot. What a load of nonsense. You’d think a reputable newspaper like that would have the decency to check some facts before printing rubbish. Now then, when the baby gets here, you’ll need a little more room. Cade, let’s move Laura’s things into the room at the back of the house. There’s a small bedroom that connects to it through a shared bathroom, Laura. When the baby comes, you’ll be nice and close but still have plenty of space to yourself.”
The fact that Laura hadn’t told them, wasn’t even showing yet, and the baby wouldn’t be arriving for months, didn’t seem to faze May.
Laura looked back at Cade and Shane and shook her head. “I can’t stay, May. If they find me, they’ll take the baby. Martha Kensington won’t let me raise what she sees as her family, her blood.”
She didn’t mention the USB drive hidden in her kitchen. She wouldn’t open up about all her secrets, no matter how trustworthy these people seemed.
May didn’t answer. She spoke to her sons instead. “Boys, go on up to the house and get the other room ready. Laura and I are going to talk.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Cade said as he and Shane headed toward the house.
May wheeled herself next to a stack of hay bales and patted one. “Sit, Laura.”
Laura wasn’t sure what had just happened. May’s force seemed undeniable. When she rolled into the barn and started giving orders, it was hard not to follow them. She walked to the hay bale and sat, eyeing May with a wary gaze. Part of her wanted May and the boys to be right—to convince her that staying on the ranch would keep her safe.
“Tell me, Laura. Do you have anyone you can go to? Any family to help or friends you can stay with?”
Laura squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. She opened her eyes and let her gaze meet May’s. “I need to keep moving. Change my appearance. Use a different name.”
How could I have been so stupid to tell people my name was Laura? I didn’t even try to hide my appearance. How will I take care of a child if I’m not even smart enough to disguise myself the right way?
May’s eyes fell to Laura’s hands, once again on her stomach. It was odd really. At this stage of her pregnancy, Laura wasn’t showing and she couldn't even feel the baby yet. She had nothing physical to go on other than the word of her doctor and the constant exhaustion and nausea she felt every day. Yet, somehow, she felt the need to cradle and protect it even though she couldn’t feel or see it. The baby was as real to her already as if she held it in her hands.
May nodded slowly, as if she were thinking. “I thought that might be the case. Seth’s going to bring Joelle over in the morning. She hasn’t worked in years, but she was a damn good hairdresser once upon a time. She’ll give you a haircut, and she says she has a hair dye that’ll darken your hair to a light brown but is safe for the baby.”
Laura’s hand flew to her hair. “I’m not allowed to—” She clamped her mouth shut as she realized what she’d been about to say. She had never been allowed to cut her hair. Patrick liked it long.
May didn’t miss a beat. Just pretended the statement had never been made. “She’ll be here in the morning. After that, you can decide if you want to keep moving. But, I’ll tell you this, Laura. I think you need to take a chance on us. I think you need to stay and let us keep you safe here.”
Laura raised her chin. “I can’t bring trouble to your door. It might put you and Cade in danger if I stay here.” Laura ignored the mental flash of Cade’s muscular stature that hit her, evidence of his ability to protect himself.
May dismissed her concern with a wave of her hand. “Cade won’t let anything happen to us, Laura. You’re safe here, and so are we.”
She patted the handles of her wheelchair. “Now, push me back on up the walk and we’ll get lunch on the table. My arms get real tired pushing this chair back, even with the paved walk. That hill is brutal.”



CHAPTER 11
A lec opened the door and let the two private investigators into the foyer. He’d already received a phone report from them, and knew they hadn’t found any sign of Laura Kensington. It was the lack of any clues to her whereabouts that prompted the call to the press to get the word out about her disappearance. It had been his stroke of genius to include the information about her tenuous mental state and her pregnancy. She’d be brought home quickly once people found out she was desperately in need of care and assistance. That’s the kind of thing people did for the Kensingtons. The national papers had picked up the story and run with it faster than he’d even imagined they would.
The investigators followed Alec into the sitting room where Martha and Justin waited. Alec still hadn’t figured out if Justin would be an asset or not in this whole screwed up situation. Alec knew Justin and Patrick weren’t very close, but even so, Justin seemed to want to find Laura. That desire could prove helpful.
“Martha, Justin, these are the two investigators I told you about. Mark Sanders and Paul Cummings. They’ve run checks on Laura’s credit cards and she hasn’t used them at all. They’ve talked to the hospital staff but they’re being extremely tight-lipped so far. The doctor you spoke with told us she refused to be checked in. She said her sister would pick her up and she left. We can officially report Laura missing today and get the police involved, but I’d still like to keep Mark and Paul on the payroll so we have our own men looking for her,” Alec said.
“Can’t you just get videos or whatever from the hospital and see who picked her up? Which way she went? Who she was with? Little hussy was probably having an affair.” Martha sniffed as though just talking about her daughter-in-law was distasteful to her.
“We’re using inside connections to see if we can get video footage at the hospital, ma’am, but it’s not easy. The privacy regulations in place nowadays make it hard for us to get things like that. What we need from you right now…”
Alec cringed as Mark continued to talk. Calling Martha Kensington ‘ma’am’ was one strike against him. Telling her what to do would be a second strike. But Mark just continued on as though he didn’t see the pinched expression on Martha’s face.
“What we need from both you and your son right now are as many details about Laura as you can tell us. Who are her friends? What are her hobbies? Where does she spend time during the day? Does she belong to any clubs or organizations? Go to any meetings or classes or social events routinely? Who would she contact if she wanted someone to console her?” Mark asked.
Paul stood behind Mark, pen in hand, ready to take notes. He’d be waiting a long time. Alec was willing to bet Laura didn’t have any friends here, and even if she did, Martha probably hadn’t deigned to pay attention to her life. He’d also bet Justin wasn’t around often enough to know a damned thing.
“I’m not really sure who she spent time with. Laura spent a lot of her time keeping my brother’s calendar for him. I know that. She was very good at it. I’m not sure what she did when she wasn’t taking care of the house or Patrick.” Justin looked at his mother for a lifeline.
She didn’t provide one.
“Gentlemen, I am not my daughter-in-law’s keeper. I don’t know what she did with her time,” Martha said, that cold tone creeping into her voice to let the men know her patience was waning.
Mark’s eyes flicked to Alec for a second. “Can you think of any friends she had that we can talk to? Any bit of information right now would be helpful.”
Before Alec could answer, Martha spoke up. “She didn’t have any friends that I ever met. She was very quiet; kept to herself. That’s all I can tell you. But that doesn’t change anything. That girl has no right taking my grandchild away from me, and she’s sadly mistaken if she thinks she’s going to raise that baby. That baby is a Kensington and it will be raised by Kensingtons.”
“Mother, that’s a ridiculously archaic view. It’s her baby as much as it was Patrick’s,” Justin said.
Martha shrugged as though she didn’t intend to listen to him at all.
“Mark, Paul, why don’t you wait outside for me. I’ll just be a few more minutes,” Alec said and waited until the investigators left before continuing. “Martha, I’m not sure you’ll be able to get custody of the baby even if we do find Laura.” Alec needed to find out exactly what Martha planned and decide how to use that to his advantage. “Getting custody may be extremely difficult.”
If looks could kill... Martha clearly didn’t appreciate his take on things.
“Money buys anything, Alec.” Martha shot a look to Justin as she spoke, shutting down whatever he had been about to say as well. “I’ve got nothing but money and influence, and I intend to use it. That woman will not raise a Kensington.” Justin cursed as Martha walked out of the room as calmly as if she’d simply told the help what she wanted served for dinner that evening.
“Sorry, Alec. I’m fairly sure she thinks this is the nineteen-fifties, and she’ll be able to have Laura hidden away in a hospital or something while she keeps the baby. Either that or she plans to pay off a judge. I’m hoping we can find Laura and talk her into coming back to have the baby here. Maybe if she’s nearby and lets us be a part of her life, I can keep my mother from doing something insane.”
Alec had to fight the urge to roll his eyes. Justin apparently hadn’t a clue what Laura had been through at the hands of his brother, or he wouldn’t glibly suggest she might let his family be a part of the baby’s life. It was almost sad how dysfunctional this family was. They’d been handed everything, and this is what they’d become. If Alec had had only half or a quarter of what they’d had growing up… He shook his head. On second thought, he wouldn’t have wanted it. If he had grown up like this, he might be as soft and spineless as the man in front of him. Alec wouldn’t want that for all the ease and money in the world.
Alec cleared his throat. “I’ll need the key to Patrick’s house. We should look and see if she left any clues that might lead to her whereabouts.” And search for any evidence that needs to be destroyed along with Laura Kensington.
“Yeah, sure. I’ll get it for you.” Justin stood and began to leave, only to turn back. “Look, Alec, I know she comes off as a hard-ass,” he said, looking in the direction his mother had gone, “but losing Patrick is killing her. And, to have Laura run off with his baby is just too much.”
Alec nodded. He didn’t believe there was a damn thing that could hurt Martha Kensington. She wanted that baby because she saw it as a possession, a pawn in some bizarre game she was playing—nothing more. He’d play along, he’d use the considerable sway and resources of the Kensington family to track down Laura but he’d be damned if that baby was ever going to be born. He’d see to it that Laura had a tragic accident or decided to take her own life as soon as she was found. There wasn’t any other way to be sure his secrets were never revealed.



CHAPTER 12
C ade and Shane hadn’t been kidding when they said the ranch would be a safe place for Laura. It seemed the whole town somehow knew who she was, but they also seemed to know she couldn't go back to the Kensingtons. For whatever reason, everyone was willing to protect her, though no one knew all of the facts surrounding her decision to hide.
Joelle cut Laura’s hair into a shoulder-length, windblown style and used a dye that turned her almost white-blond hair golden brown. With the changes, it made it much harder to recognize Laura’s face as that of Patrick Kensington’s infamous wife, now plastered on every news channel and in every newspaper.
Yesterday, Nancy Wills and Tammy Cash—two women from town that were Laura’s age and friends with Cade and Shane—came over with two boxes of old clothes for Laura. They brought some that would fit now and some things that would fit as she got further along in her pregnancy, which was a relief, given that she’d been wearing the few things Josh had bought for her over and over.
She promised the women she’d have coffee with them sometime soon. Of course, that meant she’d have to leave the cloister of the ranch where she felt relatively safe. Opening herself up to the exposure of the outside world might take a while, and Laura was still undecided about staying. One day she thought she could stay and hide and feel secure on the ranch. The next, she panicked and felt the need to keep moving, to avoid settling in any one place for too long. That wasn’t even taking into account that it felt wrong to simply stay and live off these people’s generosity.
For now, she followed the path down to the barn to help Cade with the animals, wanting to feel as though she were contributing something, instead of just freeloading. As usual, Red came out of the barn and ran to greet Laura before she got halfway there. Cade appeared next and raised his hand in greeting but let her walk to him.
Cade was the exact opposite of Patrick, from looks to personality. He was dark haired where Patrick’s hair had been light. Laura had thought Patrick was so good looking when she met him. She’d been swept away by the blond hair and blue eyes, the dimpled smile and GQ style that seemed to come so easily to him. It had amazed her how ugly his face could turn when he twisted it up with anger, or sneered at her when he thought she was “showing her background,” as he was so fond of telling her.
Cade’s face was handsome in a rugged sort of way. He always seemed to have a day’s worth of growth on his jaw, and his green eyes never stopped smiling. He was relaxed and so at ease with himself. Laura wondered if that came from working with the animals. If all the unconditional love he was surrounded by all day fed his soul in a way others didn’t get to experience.
She had been a horribly bad judge of character with Patrick, but she didn’t think she was being fooled by Cade. There was something about him that told her she would never need to cower around him, never need to run in fear or walk on eggshells, or wonder when the next blow would come. He’d never throw her down a flight of stairs or step on her hand, when she finally fell from the battering he was dishing out, just to see how long it would take to make her cry out in pain. He’d never drag her by the hair out to the back shed and lock her in when she didn’t give him the answer he wanted to some inane question about something she couldn't even remember now.
Laura knew deep down that Cade’s hands had never been raised in anger against someone weaker than him or used as weapons to hurt or lash out.
“Hey, wanna see something really cool?” Cade asked, leaning against the door and smiling.
Laura nodded and followed him into the barn and down the center aisle to the tack room at the end. He opened the door and stood back to let her look inside, giving her a wide berth. She tipped her head and leaned in to look. In the back corner lay a white cat. She had patches of tiger-patterned fur across her back and over one eye, but what was most noticeable was her very large bulging stomach.
Laura gasped and turned to Cade. “Is she pregnant?”
“Yup,” Cade said, his grin huge as they stood and watched the future mother from a distance. “We should have kittens soon. She wandered in here and made herself a bed out of some old blankets. She doesn’t want me near her yet, but hopefully that’ll change over time.”
He withdrew and sat on one of the bales of hay in the center aisle. Red climbed into his lap and snuggled in for ear scratches while Laura perched on a tack trunk across the aisle, drawing her knees up and wrapping her arms around them.
“She may always be feral, but if we feed her and care for her, maybe she’ll let us near the kittens so we can socialize them. We’ll get her spayed and then let her stay as a barn cat if she wants to,” Cade said, smiling at Red as he spoke.
“How do you do that?” Laura asked, nodding at Red. “I mean, how do you teach them to trust you?”
Cade shrugged. “Just patience and time.”
Laura watched as he rubbed Red’s belly with long, slow strokes that put the dog to sleep in his lap. She was a big dog, so sleeping in his lap really amounted to trying to get as much of her body across him as she could. She hung off on both sides, head lolling happily and her back half stretched across the hay bale on the other side.
Cade didn’t seem to mind her size as he continued to rub her and Laura found herself jealous of the dog for a split second. He looked up at Laura and continued. “You back off when she tells you to back off. You wait patiently, give her the space she needs when it becomes more than she can handle. And you always make sure she has a way to get out, to end the interaction if she wants to.” Cade lifted his hands for a few seconds, giving Red the option to move. She snuggled deeper, so his hands went back to work.
“I don’t sneak up on her. I say her name before I touch her, let her come to me instead of reaching for her. Little things like that.” Cade shrugged, like it was nothing to gain the trust of a dog that had been mistreated.
Laura felt her eyes go wide as she realized he did the same things around her.
“What’s that look for?” Cade asked, raising a brow.
“That’s what you do with me, isn’t it? You always say something from far enough away that I know you’re coming. You stay still until I come toward you.” Laura could see it easily now and she shook her head. “You’ve been training me! Like a dog.”
He just laughed. “It’s just a habit, Laura. It’s not something I do on purpose, now.” He raised his hand up as if swearing an oath. “I promise. I haven’t at any point thought of you as a dog or set out to treat you like one. Scout’s honor.”
Cade’s comment sent her thoughts in a completely different direction. She was suddenly painfully aware that she wanted him to see her as a woman. How totally inappropriate was that? She was pregnant with her dead husband’s child and running from his family. She might be a grown woman but the fact was, she’d never been independent. She’d always been tied to a man—first her father and then her husband. This was the time in her life when she needed to take charge, learn to support herself, and be independent. Yet here she was thinking about how gorgeous the man sitting across from her was, and wondering if he liked what he saw when he looked at her.
Cade frowned at her. “What are you thinking? You seem like you took a little trip in your head for a minute.”
If only you knew.
Laura shook her head. She needed to figure out how she was going to take care of her baby when it came, how she would support them both. How she was going to get away from the Kensingtons and their powerful, seemingly endless, reach. How she’d fight them if they tracked her down and tried to take her baby from her. The last thing she should be thinking was what it would be like to be in Cade’s arms, to touch him and feel his mouth on her skin....
“I was just thinking that I need to find a way to support myself and the baby. I can’t live off you guys forever.”
“Try telling that to Mama. I think she’s planning to adopt you,” said Cade.
Laura felt a sharp pain at his joke and had a feeling she probably grimaced. What would it have been like to be born to May Bishop? To have been raised in a place like this by someone who loved her? To receive the unconditional love that a parent is supposed to have for their child?
Fairy tales… She’d given up on things like that a long time ago. It wasn’t useful to sit and pity herself and cry about her circumstances. But, being so close to a family like the Bishops made her want to go back in time and rewrite her story. If not rewrite who she was born to, at least change her decision to marry Patrick.
“Well, I’ll have to come up with something,” Laura said, but in all honesty waiting tables was about the only thing she was qualified to do.
She forced a smile. She may not have had a mother like May Bishop, but she’d make damn sure her child did. Her baby would know she was loved no matter what. That nothing could ever take her mother’s love away. If Laura was sure of one thing in her life, she was sure of that. She would love this child with all her heart and all that she was.
“What do you like to do?” Cade asked, as if the answer to her problems was as simple as that.
She frowned. Her life had revolved first around feeding her father and keeping his house, and later keeping Patrick’s schedule and meeting the social demands of being one of the Kensingtons. She had no real skills she could use to get a job.
My greenhouse.
“I like to grow things. I like the way you can tell how healthy and alive the plants are in a greenhouse by how much chatter you can hear from them when you walk in. If they’re healthy and well cared for, they talk to you the second you walk in and the hum is almost deafening.” Laura glanced at Cade and was surprised to see he actually looked like he understood, like he didn’t think she was crazy or stupid for thinking her plants spoke to her.
“Then that’s what you should do. We’ll come up with a way for you to make a living growing things,” he said and shoved himself up off the bale. “Let’s go see if Mama has lunch ready yet. I’m starved.”
Laura felt a smile tug at the corners of her mouth. One thing she’d noticed around here was Cade sure didn’t miss a meal.



CHAPTER 13
“I t’s been almost two weeks, damn it. How the hell can one woman evade you for two weeks? She’s got to be here somewhere!” Alec yelled into the phone after Mark finished his report. They’d found nothing. Not a damn thing.
The same not-a-damn-thing Alec had found when he’d searched Patrick and Laura’s house. If Patrick had collected evidence of Alec’s creative accounting measures and the bribes he’d paid to win the contracts they’d been awarded over the years, it wasn’t anywhere in the house. That only left Laura. She had to have it. And, that meant he needed to have her.
“Go see that doctor again. Press him. There must be something there. And pay whatever the hell you have to for the damn security tapes from the hospital. Someone will sell them to you. There’s a price for everything. Find their price!”
Alec slammed down the phone. Where the hell was Laura Kensington hiding? He threw his coffee mug across the office where it hit the wall, leaving a gouge in the plaster he’d have to find some way to cover. Great. One more thing to take care of.
    
Laura leaned the basket of vegetables on her hip and carried them into the house. Helping May in her garden was turning out to be as relaxing as working in her greenhouse. More so, in fact, since she and May could now cook what they had grown together. She’d never seen a Japanese eggplant, but May assured her she would love the way it thickened the pasta sauce they would make with it.
“Those look beautiful, Laura,” May said as she picked up the tomatoes and green beans and placed them by the sink to wash. “We’ll have to can some of these tomatoes. Have you ever canned fruits and vegetables?”
Laura shook her head as she got out the cutting board and a knife.
“It’s actually silly that we call it canning, since we’ll use jars, but I’ll teach you how to do it.” May leveled Laura with a look. “Before you move on, I mean.”
This time Laura nodded, not quite knowing what to say. She knew May didn’t want her to leave, and part of her was beginning to wonder if perhaps she could stay. No, wonder, wasn’t the right word.
Hope.
But she’d learned hope hurts.
Hope. Hurt. Hope. Hurt. It was like a singsong cadence in Laura’s head that wouldn’t stop. Hope leads to hurt and Laura didn’t want to hurt anymore. She’d hurt enough.
“You know, Laura. It occurred to me that before you leave it might be a good idea for you to talk to me about what happened to you.” May said it casually, as if she were asking about the weather outside.
Laura’s hands stilled but she didn’t reply. She stood frozen. The idea of talking about what Patrick had done to her was absolutely mortifying. How could she tell anyone? How could she ever share those details?
“You’ll be moving on soon, I suppose, so it would be like having a get-out-of-jail-free card. You get to tell someone about your time with your husband, but you don’t have to worry about the repercussions. You don’t have to worry about what I might think or how I’ll view you because of what you tell me. You can just get it off your chest before you go.”
May went on washing vegetables and handing them to Laura to cut up as if she hadn’t just opened an enormous can of worms. She continued to talk, explaining the way she had prepped the raised beds for the lettuce she grew, and told Laura she’d show her where the composter was to put the scraps in. So much like her son, just talking about everyday stuff until Laura somehow let down her walls.
Before Laura knew what had happened, she had tears running down her face and she’d stopped cutting. She moved blindly to the kitchen table and sank into a chair. May just waited, chopping and stirring and adding things to a pot on the stove. She handed Laura a dish towel for her tears, before she turned back to the stove once more as if nothing were happening behind her.
“I didn’t love him. Not even before I knew what he was, I mean. He was older than me, but he was attractive and paid so much attention to me. It was flattering to have someone like him pay so much attention to me. He seemed sweet and caring and he was going to take me away from my dad, which, well—that was a good thing.” Laura dabbed at her cheeks with the towel, but the tears were replaced with fresh ones so quickly, it had no real effect.
“My brother saw what Patrick really was. He knew somehow and tried to tell me. He tried to convince me to move in with him and we’d share a house together, but neither one of us had a job that paid much. I was waitressing and he was working at a hardware store stocking shelves. Neither of us had gone to college. I thought if I didn’t weigh him down with trying to take care of me he might put himself through community college someday. I thought Patrick might send me.... But I shouldn’t have married a man I didn’t love. I shouldn’t have done that just to get out of the situation I was in.”
She blew out a deep breath, and it felt as though some of the humiliation and pain of her marriage left her with it. “My dad threatened to disown me if I married Patrick, although I’ve never really been sure why. He used to tell me how worthless I was, how useless a girl was to him. But, I think he didn’t want me to marry Patrick because it meant he’d need someone else to cook and clean for him—or he’d have to learn to do it himself. Of course, his threat only made the thought of marrying Patrick all the more appealing.”
May came and sat with Laura at the table and held her hand while she talked. “I was so stupid,” Laura all but whispered, then just stayed like that for a long time, letting the tears clean away a little bit of the pain.
“When did it start?” May prompted, not addressing whether Laura had been stupid or foolish or just naive. Laura looked at her through the tears. She never thought she’d tell the details of her life with Patrick to anyone. It was too humiliating. She didn’t want people to see her as the kind of woman who would let someone do that to her, even though that’s exactly what she was. Exactly what she’d become.
“On our honeymoon. He couldn’t, um...when we tried to...” Laura waved her hands. “You know. When we tried, well, he couldn’t. He flew into a rage. I’d never seen anything like it. He told me it was my fault, that it was me. I was a virgin. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do.”
“It wasn’t your fault. You know that, don’t you?” May asked.
Laura nodded, but didn’t look at the older woman. “He hit me.” Laura’s hand went to her neck at the memory of that night. “Choked me.”
Laura wasn’t crying any longer. She stared at a scratch on the big oak table, remembering the way hitting her had gotten Patrick excited, the way he’d raped her as dark spots swam at the corner of her eyes. “Raped me,” she whispered to herself.
She looked up at May. “The funny thing is, not all abusive husbands apologize the next day. You always read that, don’t you? How they send flowers and apologize and tell their wives it won’t ever happen again? It’s not true. Patrick didn’t care. He wasn’t sorry. He never sent flowers or tried to make it up to me. It was just who he was.”
As she spoke, the stories began to flow, coming more and more easily.
“In the beginning, he was very careful not to hit me in the face. He didn’t leave marks I couldn’t cover with long sleeves or a turtleneck. As time went on, his anger seemed to spiral and he wasn’t able to keep things as controlled any longer. There were times when I couldn’t leave the house for days.”
May listened while Laura told her more than she ever thought she’d share with anyone. Her brother’s death, and the resulting beating when she wanted to cancel a business dinner to go to the funeral. The way Patrick would drag her down the steps by her hair or throw her against the wall so hard the house shook. What it felt like to have a hot pan held against her skin when she didn’t cook the right thing for dinner.
She told about the sick games he’d play where she’d have to go get whatever it was he wanted to hit her with. She’d have to get him his belt or the length of hose he was fond of using. And the sick thing was, she’d know whether he would rape her after or not by how the beating went. When she had to get something he’d use to hit her with, it always ended with sex. As if the beating was foreplay for him.
Sitting at May’s kitchen table, Laura let out years of grief and anger and guilt and self-doubt. Everything came pouring out of her. Her plan to run. Her hope to keep her baby safe. It all came pouring out until there were no more words. There was nothing more to do than let May hold her and rock her, and as she sat there in May’s arms she began to let go of three years of absolute terror.



CHAPTER 14
Shane stood at the bottom of a ladder in their dad’s old barn in an unused pasture behind the house. They called the building their father’s “Tinker Barn” because he’d filled it with work benches and shelves and tools and places to tinker. It still stood even though his father had been gone for years.
He called up to Cade a second time but got no answer. Tinny music blared through the speakers of the radio Cade had had since they were teenagers. How that thing still worked, Shane didn’t know. He could also hear the sound of Cade’s fists hitting one of the heavy bags that hung from the ceiling.
When they were teenagers, their daddy had turned the loft of his tinker barn into a gym of sorts for Cade and Shane. There were weights and two heavy bags and a couple of striking bags suspended from the ceiling. It was a place for his boys to blow off steam when they needed to, and both Shane and Cade still used it from time to time. From the sound of it, Cade needed it today.
Shane gave up calling to Cade and climbed the stairs.
Cade’s face was blank as he threw punch after punch. Shane shut the music off but Cade didn’t stop for a few minutes. When he finally did, his shirt was drenched through with sweat. He walked over to one wall and slumped down, resting his arms on raised knees and letting his head fall back to the wall.
Shane grabbed a bottle of water and put it by Cade’s side and then sat against the wall, legs kicked out in front of him…and waited. There wasn’t anything to do but wait. Cade may have been the more even-keeled of the brothers, but when he did blow, he blew hard, and Shane had learned you just had to wait for Cade to calm down before you talked to him. When Cade was ready, he’d tell Shane what happened.
Cade pulled the gloves from his hands and unpeeled the tape from around his knuckles before he finally spoke. “Mom got Laura to talk. They didn’t know I was in the house. They don’t know I heard the whole thing.”
Shane didn’t say anything. He and Cade had both known whatever story Laura had to tell would be a bad one. He didn’t know if he really wanted to hear what Cade had overheard. He was pretty sure he didn’t. Cade had seen and heard a lot of things because of the work he did with animals. For something to hit him this hard, it had to be bad.
“After her dad spent a lifetime treating her like crap, she meets this guy she thinks is Mr. Wonderful. He’s all respectful and careful with her, and she thinks he’s the one who’s gonna save her from her father. She thinks he’ll take her away and treat her right, that he’ll cherish her. He didn’t even try to get in her pants before the wedding. So even though her dad says he’ll disown her if she marries Patrick, she does.”
Cade swallowed down the rest of the water in two large gulps. “You want to know why he never tried to touch her before they got married?”
Shane didn’t answer. He didn’t want to know. But he couldn’t get the word “no” out. The pain etched on Cade’s face had Shane frozen in place. He tried to swallow the painful lump in his throat and get something out. Anything that would stop what was coming, but he couldn’t.
“You know why? Because he couldn’t get it up if he wasn’t hitting her. She didn’t say it quite like that. I’m paraphrasing, but that’s what it came down to. She was a virgin, and her husband raped her because that was the only way he could perform. So, she thought something was wrong with her. Can you imagine? She thought it was her fault. She said she didn’t, but I could tell she did. Could hear the truth of it in her voice.” Cade buried his head in his arms again and Shane wanted to do the same thing.
Laura was so tiny, so fragile looking. He couldn’t imagine what it would do to her to have a grown man beating on her. Just picturing it made Shane feel as sick as Cade looked.
“You wanna know the first time he beat her so badly she couldn’t leave the house for a week?” Cade asked.
“No,” Shane managed to say this time, but Cade wasn’t listening. He was staring at the wall like he was seeing the story he was telling, and he was too trapped by the power of it to see what was around him or hear Shane’s voice.
“When her brother died. She wanted to go home to the funeral, but her husband had a business dinner she needed to attend. She had the nerve to ask him to postpone it so she could fly home for her brother’s funeral. The irony was, she couldn’t go to the dinner with him anyway. After the beating he gave her, she couldn’t be seen in public for over a week, so she missed the flipping dinner anyway.”
The brothers sat together without speaking for a long time. There was nothing to say. Shane couldn’t imagine the fear Laura must have been living with every single day, the threat of having the person you thought you loved and could trust turn on you like that.
“I wish he wasn’t dead,” Cade said. Shane didn’t have to ask why. He was thinking the same thing. If her husband wasn’t dead, they could hunt him down and have the satisfaction of teaching him what it was like to be hit by someone so much stronger than yourself—to live in constant fear.
“Do you think his family knew? She said they lived right near them and saw his family every weekend. Do you think they knew?” Shane asked.
Cade nodded. “I don’t see how they couldn’t know.”
They sat quietly brooding for a minute before Cade went on. “No wonder she ran. Even though he’s dead, they can’t get this baby. We can’t let that family get this baby, Shane.”
“I know. I’ve already started looking into the legalities of it. In a fair fight in court, they’d have very little chance of getting the baby, but it’s likely she’ll have to allow them visitation. Of course, with the Kensington family, who knows if the fight will be fair? I think when they put out the news that she was mentally unstable, they were already gearing up for a custody hearing. I think they’ll try to show she’s an unfit mother,” Shane said.
“Then we need to help her make sure she’s on her feet and providing for the baby when they find her. We need to make sure she has a shot at this,” Cade said, pulling himself up and going to the fridge. He pulled out a beer and tossed it to Shane before pulling out one for himself and an icepack for his knuckles.
“Are you gonna tell her how you feel about her?” Shane asked, causing Cade to freeze, bottle halfway to his lips.
Cade eyed him and took the sip he’d postponed. “Heck no. Another man is the last thing she needs in her life right now.”
“You’re nothing like her father or her husband.”
Cade didn’t budge. “Doesn’t matter. That’s not what she wants or needs now. And, it’s not what I need. I don’t need another woman who—”
“Who what, might have to lean on you from time to time? Who might not always be strong on her own?”
Cade glared but didn’t answer.
“Don’t let Lacey do that to you. What she put on you isn’t fair and you know it. It isn’t your fault she tried to kill herself. She would have done that whether you broke up with her or not. She was sick and she needed help and you know it. Letting her put that on you is just you being a damn martyr,” Shane said. He was tired of watching Cade’s ex-girlfriend drag him down over and over again.
“I know what Lacey did wasn’t my fault, but that doesn’t mean I need to go out looking for it to happen again. I’m just saying, Laura isn’t what I need right now, and I’m not what she needs right now.”
Shane let it drop.
“Do you know what her brother’s name was?” he asked instead.
Cade frowned. “James. I think her maiden name was Lawless. James Lawless. Why?”
Now it was Shane’s turn to shrug. “I just thought we could see where he’s buried. She might like to visit his grave or at least send flowers or something. If she didn't get to go to the funeral, maybe she’s never been able to say good-bye to him. It’s something we could do for her, that’s all.”
Cade threw Shane a hard look, but Shane put up his hands in defense. “Hey, I only have friendly feelings toward Laura; I swear. I’m not planning on stepping into your territory.”
Cade growled. “She’s not my territory. She’s nobody’s territory.”
“Touchy, touchy,” Shane said and headed down the stairs. Someone would have to run interference for Cade. If Mama took one look at Cade, she’d know something was up and Shane knew Cade wasn’t going to want to talk about this.
“I’ll tell Mama you’re having dinner at your place tonight so you can watch the game. She’ll buy that,” Shane said over his shoulder. Cade lived above the horse barn but he ate most of his meals up at the house with Mama. “Get yourself together by tomorrow morning, though, or you’ll have to come up with a better cover story yourself.”



CHAPTER 15
“So, Laura,” Cade said as he packed hay into the slow feeders that leaned against one wall of the center aisle of the barn. Once filled, the feeders were hung in each stall to fend off boredom. The horses had to manipulate the feeder to work the hay out a bit at a time. “If you could grow things for a living, had start-up money and any resources you’d need, what would you grow?”
Laura didn’t answer. She kept measuring grain into buckets and focused her eyes on the scoop of grain, not on Cade.
“Come on, tell me.”
Laura stopped measuring and looked at Cade. “You really want to know?”
Laura was used to people not only assuming she wouldn’t amount to anything, but also telling her that. It occurred to her that since she’d arrived on the ranch, no one had treated her that way. Instead, May, Cade, and Shane all acted as though she could easily be a contributing member of the ranch. When she asked what she could help with, they’d taught her how to help with the horses and thanked her for pitching in.
“I wouldn't have asked if I didn’t want to know,” Cade said.
Laura tried to sound nonchalant.
“I’d grow seeds.”
“What? I thought you grew plants from seeds not the other way around. Well, I mean, I guess everyone knows that plants produce more seeds, but why would that be the focus instead of the plants themselves?” Cade asked.
“Because there aren’t enough people breeding and growing organic seeds that are specifically bred to thrive in an organic environment. Most seeds are bred in conventional systems of gardening, and they perform best in those systems. When you take those seeds and plant them in an organic system, they don’t do as well. It’s sort of like taking a child who speaks one language and plopping her into a classroom where another language is taught. She would probably be able to do some of the things the class is doing just by following along, but she won’t thrive,” Laura said, then flushed as she realized he was watching her intently. She hadn’t intended to say that much.
“How do you know that?” Cade asked.
Laura answered with a shrug. Cade continued to work quietly, as if he didn’t care whether she answered or not.
Laura relented. “I read a lot about organic gardening. I would have loved to grow all our own vegetables, but Patrick thought that was...beneath us. He didn’t mind my little flower hobby, but he drew the line at growing food.”
“So, that’s what you’d do if you could do anything? Breed seeds?” Cade asked with a grin.
Laura’s heart shouldn’t have skipped a beat when he grinned, but it did. She turned back to the grain buckets and tried to slow her suddenly much-too-fast breathing before she answered.
“Yeah. There’s a science to it, but it’s also creative and I’d be able to work with plants. My greenhouse was the only place I could be alone, be at peace.”
“What would you need to get started?”
Laura busied herself with measuring grain. She didn’t want to dream and fantasize about what couldn’t be. She’d accepted a long time ago that there wasn’t room for dreams in her life. She would soon have a baby to take care of. She needed a steady job, not a fantasy. And, she sure as heck didn’t need to be dealing with the other feelings Cade’s attention was raising.
“Laura, come on, humor me. It’s fun to just dream sometimes,” Cade insisted.
No, it’s not. Dreaming leads to hope and hope lets you down every time. In the end, hope hurts like hell.
“Okay. A commercial-sized greenhouse. Just one at first, but eventually you’d need a lot more than one. And space for those greenhouses,” Laura said.
“Texas has a lot of space. What else?” Cade asked. He crossed to the tack room and reached into the bin where he kept his bags of mints. He was back out in a second with carrots Laura had replaced the mints with in his hand.
“What’s this, Laura?” he asked, eyes soft.
Laura smiled back at him sheepishly. He laughed and she stomped her foot at him. “Don’t laugh. All those mints are bound to be bad for their teeth. I thought we could do carrots for a change.”
Her heart raced as she waited for his reaction.
Cade snorted and shoved the fistful of carrots in his back pocket, leaving the green tops hanging out. “All right, but if we end up with a stampede on our hands tonight, or if all the horses rebel and refuse to come in for dinner, I’ll know who to blame.”
Laura couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. “Will they really stampede?” she asked, her brow furrowed as she tried to read his face. Part of her was just relieved he hadn’t yelled at her for hiding his mints. Another part of her was proud for having taken the initiative, for taking a risk.
Cade laughed some more and shook his head. “Don’t worry. The worst they’ll do is pout. But don’t expect me to cover for you. I’m putting this change square on your shoulders when the horses ask where the mints are. I’ll point the finger straight at you, Laura. Now, really, what else would you need to breed seeds?” Cade asked, bringing the conversation back around to her future plans before she could even take a minute to enjoy the satisfaction of voicing an opinion and making a change based on it.
Laura sighed and played along. “Pots and starter plants—organic starter plants or heirloom seeds—and soil and a few tools. Not much. A way to keep records of your crosses and backcrosses.”
“A laptop.” Cade nodded as though he were making a list in his head.
“It’s just a dream, Cade. I’m not actually going to do it. I need to find a real job, a job that can keep clothes on my baby and food in our stomachs. A steady job with a reliable paycheck.”
Cade just smiled at her as he began hoisting the feeders up onto the hooks in each of the stalls. “Never hurts to have a dream, Laura,” he said.
But Laura knew better than that. It could hurt like hell if you weren’t careful.



CHAPTER 16
L aura was feeling settled on the ranch and actually wondered if she had overreacted. Maybe Patrick’s family wasn’t coming after her at all. She was still a little too frightened to get a job, and go through things like filling out tax forms, since that would identify her to anyone who might have the tools to seek her out that way. She was contributing to the ranch by helping Cade with the animals and helping May with meals and cleaning as much as she could.
Each day, Laura thought, just one more day. I’ll stay one more day. But days turned into weeks, and she began to feel she could really stay. She could make this her home. Her child’s home.
Laura loved the mouthwatering meals May was teaching her to make. She’d eaten in some of the finest restaurants in New York, Paris, Rome, and any number of other places she and Patrick had traveled to with his family or when they traveled with his business associates. She’d also cooked all her life for her father and brother, and later for Patrick.
Despite all that, never had she had such satisfying meals as those she cooked with May. They weren’t necessarily gourmet. There just seemed to be something about them that made her feel at home. Maybe this was what people meant when they said something was “comfort food.” Everything May served seemed to fit that description.
Putting her fork down on an empty plate, Laura enjoyed the last bite of her second helping of pot roast. It was so tender, knives hadn’t been needed for anything more than to slather butter on thick slices of honey-wheat bread.
Shane and Cade were still packing away their third portions—extremely large portions, at that—but Laura really couldn’t blame them. The meal really was incredible.
When Shane put his fork and knife down, he cleared his throat and glanced a little uneasily at Cade then at her, making Laura immediately tense. She had a feeling she wasn’t going to like what was about to come out of Shane’s mouth, and she could see May was getting ready to jump in and defend her if she needed it.
“Um, Laura, I uh...I’ve started researching what we’ll need to do if the Kensingtons do find you. I figure you’ll need to see a doctor sooner rather than later for the baby. Any doctor’s visit should be confidential, but you just never know. They may have someone who can hack into records and track you.” Shane glanced at Cade and then cut his gaze to May before hurrying on. “I think we need a plan in case they come after you.... Legally, I mean. They may try to sue for custody, Laura.”
“Shane—” May began but Laura cut her off.
“No, he’s right, May. Shane’s right,” she said as she placed her hand over May’s. “I can’t hide out forever. Someday, I’ll have to face them, and if they do try for custody, I’m going to need all the help I can get. Honestly, Shane, I’m touched you’ve started looking into this for me. I can’t pay you right now, but I will. I’ll pay you back on a monthly plan if I need to.”
Shane shook his head. “You don’t need to do that, Laura, but I will need some information from you.” He looked over at his mother again, before meeting Laura’s gaze. “And I need to ask you some questions that may be a little tough for you to answer.”
Laura sat up straighter and raised her chin. She had wondered if Shane knew about the abuse. Cade seemed to have picked up on it, so she figured if Shane hadn’t figured it out himself, Cade might have told him.
As she let the idea of all of them knowing sink in, she forced herself to accept it. She needed to get this out there if she was going to get past it. The story needed to be told to diffuse the power it held over her. “Ask away. What do you need?” She’d be damned if she would shrink away from what had to be done to keep her baby.
“Maybe we should go in the other room and talk?” Shane suggested, but she shook her head.
“You can ask me anything. I don’t mind May and Cade hearing,” Laura said. She’d already told May a lot of what her marriage had been like. In fact, she wasn’t quite sure how May had gotten the stories to come out, but once they had, Laura felt like some kind of veil of shame, a veil of secrecy, had been lifted. It was okay to tell people what Patrick had done because it wasn’t her fault. She hadn’t been the one to do wrong. He had. The only thing she could fault herself with was staying and she was changing that now. She’d had a plan to run. When push came to shove, she’d been ready to protect her baby and she would hold her head high if for no other reason than that.
“It will help your case immensely if we can prove the abuse, but also if we can prove that the rest of Patrick’s family was aware of the abuse and didn’t stop it or report it. Was the abuse ever documented or did you report it to anyone?” Shane asked.
Laura took a deep breath. She’d been ready for this day. She swallowed the last bit of panic at what she needed to do.
“Do you have a computer?” she asked.
Shane stood and crossed to the front door, picking up the bag that sat by his shoes. He withdrew a laptop and returned to the table, turning it on before placing it in front of Laura.
“About a year ago, even before I got pregnant, I knew I needed to leave him someday. I didn’t know how I would do it, but it was clear I needed to or he’d eventually kill me. I wanted leverage if I ever left. He’d come after me. He wouldn’t just let me walk away. But, I thought if I had proof of the abuse, I could get his mother to control him. She’d seen the bruises, but never helped. Never stepped in.”
Laura took a deep breath and steadied herself. “I knew Martha’s involvement would change if I had evidence I could take to the media. Reputation is everything to the Kensingtons. Keeping up appearances is more important than her son’s pride. With embarrassing proof, his mother would have kept him from coming after me.”
Laura paused for a minute and prepared herself for what she was about to do. She opened an Internet window and typed in an address. It felt eerie to do it. She’d actually never checked the email account since she opened it. She had set it up only to receive emails she sent to it. She hadn’t given the address to anyone since the day she’d used a computer at the local library to create the account a year ago.
As she talked, Laura selected the tab at the top of the screen to organize the emails by sender, then scrolled through the junk mail to the section of emails she’d sent herself.
“I started saving little bits of money here and there. I’d wash and starch all of Patrick’s shirts in the basement when he was at work. I put them on hangers I’d saved from the dry cleaners and put them with his suits when I brought them home. I could save twelve dollars a week that way. I clipped coupons and bought small things he wouldn’t notice using our debit card, then returned them for cash.”
Laura kept her eyes on the computer screen. She might be about to bare her soul to these people, but looking them in the eye was a bit more than she was ready for as she talked about the humiliation of saving a dollar here and there for her escape.
“I started an email account and took pictures on my phone, then deleted them as soon as I’d sent them to the account. By the time I found out I was pregnant, I had only saved three hundred dollars but I’d collected several months’ worth of pictures. With the baby, I didn’t have a choice. There wasn’t any more time. I knew I had to leave right away. A week before Patrick died, I sold all of the jewelry in our safety deposit box and bought a new identity. I planned to leave when he was on a business trip. This email account was my safety net if he tracked me down.”
Laura turned the computer toward Shane and stood up. The room was silent as she turned and walked out the back door. She couldn’t watch. She knew what they’d see, but she didn’t know what they’d think when they saw the pictures.
Would they wonder how she could have been such a fool to have trusted this man? Or that she was weak for not leaving right away? For staying for three years? Or pitiful because she hadn’t stood up for herself?
Cade wasn’t sure he was ready to see what Laura had just shared with them, but he almost laughed when he saw the email address she’d set up. Proofhesabastard@yahoo.com.
Shane clicked on the first email, and any laughter dried up in Cade’s throat. Shane clicked through email after email, picture after picture of black and purple bruises. The lawyer in Shane was meticulous. He carefully saved each photo in a file as he went, documenting the date and taking a screen shot of the email, as well.
Bruises littered every part of Laura’s body. The imprint of hands clear as day on her skin where her husband had pinned her down, choked her. The evidence of punches hard enough to blacken large swatches of her tiny body. Black eyes and a split lip. A burn from...what? The hot pan she’d told May about? Something large enough to blister off a six or eight-inch area of skin on her back.
Cade felt sick. No one uttered a sound as he stood and followed Laura out the back door. She sat on the log bench he had carved out of a fallen tree for May. The bench set in a patch of wildflowers that grew ten yards from the back door; his mother’s version of a flower garden. Cade made sure she could hear him coming up behind her, but she didn’t move. Just stared out at the field of bluebonnets and yellow and pink Texas paintbrush in front of her.
Cade sat next to Laura and threaded his fingers through hers. Her hand was so tiny in his. The thought of her so small and defenseless and all alone facing that monster she’d married tore at his heart like nothing ever had. He’d seen Patrick Kensington on television—everyone had. He wasn’t the largest man in the world, but he dwarfed Laura.
How had he ever thought she was weak? That she might be like Lacey? Laura was without a doubt the bravest woman he’d ever met. Her strength humbled him. She was as far from Lacey as any woman could ever be.
“I’m so proud of you, Laura,” Cade said. He shook his head, unable to speak past the thickening in his throat for a few moments.
“If he had caught you collecting that evidence—God, Laura—I can’t even imagine what he would have done to you. You were so brave to get yourself away from there.”
Laura huffed out a sarcastic laugh. “But I didn’t. Not really. I sometimes wonder if I would have had the guts to leave if he hadn’t died. You know, it’s horrible to say, but when the police were standing on my doorstep telling me Patrick had died…” Laura swiped at tears on her face. “I just felt relieved. All I could think was that I’d finally be free. My baby would be safe. I shouldn’t have felt that when I heard that my baby would grow up without a father, but I did. I couldn’t—I can’t—feel anything more than relief that he’s dead, and I hate that. I’m ashamed of it.”
Cade squeezed her hand. “You don’t ever have to feel ashamed of anything he made you do or feel. Of anything he did to you. Never feel ashamed of any of that, Laura. The man was a monster. But you, you’re an amazing woman to have survived that. You’re incredible.”



CHAPTER 17
M orning chores finished, Laura and Cade walked up the path toward the main house together just in time to see a car driving up the long dirt drive. She tensed as the car drew closer, but Cade spoke quietly before she could decide which direction she should run.
“Go on up to the house, Laura. I’ll see who it is.”
Cade may have meant to set her at ease, but his instruction made her more anxious. It meant he didn’t recognize the car. She had the sense the Bishops knew everyone around here, so a car Cade didn’t recognize had a ball of knots twisting in her stomach.
May met Laura at the door and looked past her at the billowing dust surrounding the brown sedan that made its way up the drive.
“Cade doesn’t recognize the car,” Laura said.
“I don’t either,” May said shaking her head as she stepped aside to let Laura in. “But, that doesn’t mean it’s trouble. Could be one of our friends bought a new car.”
Laura didn’t believe May any more than May most likely believed herself, but she smiled tightly and went along with it.
“You’re right. It’s probably nothing. Can I help you get lunch on the table?” she asked as they walked toward the back of the house to the kitchen. It took everything Laura had not to peel back the curtains and stare out the window as Cade greeted the stranger. But, if it was trouble, there was no better place for Laura to be than in the kitchen. She could slip out the back door and into the root cellar if Cade signaled that she needed to.
No sooner did she have the thought than Cade gave the all clear. “Laura, Mama, guess who’s here?” he called out as they heard footsteps coming through the front door. The light tone of his voice told her there wasn’t any threat. “Josh is here to visit with no set return date in sight.”
Cade came through the kitchen door with a grin, and Dr. Joshua Samuels following along behind him. Laura’s heart flipped over and relief flooded through her, leaving her weak. She hadn’t realized how frightened she was until she knew she was safe. In that moment, she realized how complacent she’d become. Just how much she’d allowed herself to believe she could settle in and stay with the Bishops and that scared the daylights out of her.
“Joshua!” May’s smile lit her whole face. Laura had a pang of longing when she looked at the two as they hugged. She didn’t know what caused the feeling, really; as far as she knew, May and Josh were nothing more than old friends. But, there was an ease to the way they fell into one another’s arms. Laura knew she’d never had that in her life and, suddenly, she acutely felt the lack of it.
She wanted that someday. More than she’d ever wanted anything.
Laura forced her eyes to pass over Cade as that last thought passed through her head. She wiped her hands down the front of her skirt, and willed them to stop shaking.
Josh crossed to Laura and took her hands in his. “You made it.”
His smile was genuine, though his face was filled with concern. Emotion flooded Laura but she swallowed it down. She knew she should probably embrace the feeling of being surrounded by people who cared, people who wanted her to be happy and safe. But, a minute ago, when Laura thought the Kensingtons had found her, she thought she might have to run, to leave the ranch. That was the worst thing she’d felt in a long time.
She’d let herself fall into this fairytale wonderland over the last few weeks, but she knew she couldn’t risk getting used to the happiness and peace the ranch offered if that meant later she might lose it. She didn’t want to have to wonder if at any moment someone could come to take away any happiness she found there.
May’s arm came around Laura’s shoulders. “She made it, and it’s been wonderful having her here.”
Panic set in. She’d let contentment and pleasure into her life, yet she knew it was too good to be true—she’d lose it sometime. The way things were now, she couldn’t ever trust that the life she’d built here couldn’t be taken away in an instant.
Laura steeled herself. “It’s been wonderful being here. Even if it is only for a short time. I’ll be moving on soon, though. I need to move to a bit bigger city to find a job, a place to live,” she said, ducking her head.
She stepped out of May’s embrace and crossed to carry a dish of potato salad and a plate of sandwiches to the table. Laura ignored the surprised looks crossing the faces of the others in the room and set out a pitcher of sweet tea to go with the large spread May had made for lunch. May always set out an enormous amount of food no matter how few people were expected, so having Josh at the table wouldn’t be a burden at all.
Laura could feel the tension in the room as she buzzed around, finding ways to busy her hands until the moment passed. Except it didn’t pass. She heard Cade murmur something to May and Josh, and was surprised when they left the room. She thought May would be the one to try to talk with her about staying longer, not Cade.
For the first time since she’d met him, Laura flinched when Cade spoke, even though she’d known it was coming.
His tone low, he spoke calmly, with the supportive look in his eyes she’d come to crave. “What’s going on, Laura? Why are you talking about leaving again?”
Laura turned and faced him and let loose all the fear that welled up inside her, that ate at her, and brought self-doubt when she wanted to be strong. All the fear made her prepare to run when she wanted with all her heart to be able to stay. She turned that fear into anger and turned it on the man before her.
“What am I doing? You want to know what I’m doing? I’m not getting my hopes up, that’s what I’m doing, Cade. I’m being realistic instead of living in some fantasy where I get to stay on a ranch where I feel safe, with people who care about me. With plenty of food and no one that wants to hit me.” Laura’s fists balled at her sides, her nails digging into flesh as she struggled to contain her emotions. But that battle was long ago lost. The emotions whipping through her took her last bit of control. “Where I don’t have to worry about money or how to take care of my baby. Where I have love and support and...”
She shook her head as her eyes and nose burned with the tears that were going to come no matter how hard she tried to fend them off.
“I can’t do it, Cade. I won’t hope for this. I won’t let myself think I can have this, because it’s going to hurt like hell when I lose it.” Laura wrapped her arms around herself and ignored the tears she knew fell on her cheeks.
Cade just watched and waited though she was in the middle of a meltdown, in the middle of making a fool of herself. She hated losing it in front of him. Laura swiped angrily at the tears and turned toward the counter, searching for a distraction.
There must be some other chore she could do, something to focus on other than the man behind her who had never had to wonder when the earth would fall out from under his feet.
Cade wouldn’t let her turn away though. He came around beside her and slowly reached a hand out to touch her with just one finger under her chin, gently pulling her eyes back to his.
“You don’t have to leave, Laura. Ever. I promise you. You’ll never have to leave here.”
Cade wanted to reach out and hold Laura, to pull her in tight and wrap her up and protect her from all of her fears, from all of her memories, and all the things that chased her and wouldn’t let her go. He wanted more than that. He wanted to kiss away those fears, to make love to her and make her forget—to erase all the hurt and pain she’d suffered.
But he knew, watching her now, she wasn’t ready for any of that. She’d run like hell if he tried that. Even now, he saw a flash of anger in her eyes. The tears were gone.
“You’re not the one who’d lose if that isn’t true, Cade. What happens when they find me here and they try to take my baby? What if they win? Do you think a court isn’t going to at least consider whether the baby wouldn’t be better off with the Kensingtons instead of me? Patrick’s family can give this baby everything. What do I have to offer? I don’t even have a home of my own or a steady job. What will I do when the court says Martha Kensington will be a better mother to this baby than I will?”
Cade watched Laura try to collect herself, but it didn’t seem to work. He had to curl his hands into fists by his sides to keep from reaching out for her. He couldn’t deny that what she said had some merit, though he wanted to.
“You’ve had the comfort of knowing your whole life that you were loved and supported, and that you’ll have that love and support no matter what. Well, I’ve never had that, and I’m not going to reach for it now. I don’t want that. I can’t want that,” she said, raising her voice.
Cade didn’t have time to answer. Laura walked out the back door and strode through the tall grass that led to Mama’s wildflower garden.
Damn. He should have seen that coming. He should have been able to see that she’d been walking around pretending everything was okay, but she had never really let down her guard. She never really let herself be completely comfortable. She shouldn’t have had to tell him that—he should have seen that himself.
Cade put his hand on the knob to follow her, but Josh’s voice came from behind him.
“Let her be for now, Cade. She needs to figure out on her own that all of this isn’t going away. And besides, she may be more right than you want to think,” Josh said, looking back at May.
“What is that supposed to mean? Nobody’s making her leave.” Cade said and wheeled around, turning on Josh with a lot more intensity than he intended.
“You might not make her leave, but that doesn’t mean she won’t have to run again. The Kensingtons are pushing hard to find her and the baby. They’ve had private detectives asking around at the hospital several times. I’ve been questioned three times by the PIs and once by the cops. The police took the security tapes from the day Laura left to try to see who she left with. I knew they might so I picked her up around the corner. All they saw was Laura walking away voluntarily and safely from the hospital, so the police aren’t too keyed up about her disappearance…but the Kensingtons are. They’re doing all they can to paint her as a mentally unstable woman who shouldn’t be left to her own devices. I think they have very little use for Laura. Once they have that baby, I have a feeling they’ll do all they can to get Laura out of the picture. Either fight for custody or have her committed to a mental institution—if they continue to push this mental-health angle. They’re painting a really nasty picture for anyone who’s willing to listen,” Josh said.
“Do you think they suspect you were involved, Josh?” May asked.
Josh shook his head. “I don’t think they did, but now that I’ve left they might. The staff will all tell them I take large chunks of time off each summer and it’s not unusual for me to go away when I do, so they’ll hopefully just chalk this up to a normal trip, or to me getting ready to retire. I was careful not to use any of my credit cards getting out here, and I actually took a few side trips along the way so they shouldn’t be able to track me here.”
“All right, sit and eat. You must be hungry by now. Laura will come back when she’s ready,” May said and moved to sit down at the table.
Cade looked at the table, but suddenly wasn’t very hungry. He’d all but forgotten that Laura was on the run in the last week, and the brutal reminder didn’t help his appetite.
“I’m not hungry, Mama. I’ve got some work to do out in the barn. I’ll see you guys for dinner later,” he said and left before his mother or Joshua could reply.



CHAPTER 18
A lec looked over at the doorway to Patrick’s office as Justin entered. “Hey, I didn’t expect you here. Something you need?” Alec asked, not letting his annoyance show.
The last thing he wanted to do was deal with Justin Kensington. There’d been no sign of Laura Kensington so far, and his search of all of the places he thought Patrick would have hidden the evidence he claimed he had was turning up nothing. He was tempted to believe Patrick had been bluffing, but he knew the man better than that. And, the risk was too great. He couldn’t chance that information coming out.
Justin looked at him a bit strangely. “Yeah, I just thought I’d come clean out Patrick’s office. Get his personal things, you know. I’m trying to take care of as many details as I can before I leave,” Justin said.
Alec had Patrick’s files stacked haphazardly on the desk. He looked down at them and back to the empty filing cabinet he’d been searching. “Yeah, I’m just getting these files out of here so my secretary can go through them and see what needs to be done with them. I’ll get these out of your way so you can collect his personal things.”
Alec began gathering the files. “Unless you’d rather I have my secretary collect his things and deliver them to your mom. You don’t need to go through all of this now, Justin. We can take care of it.”
Alec kept collecting files, striving for impassive indifference on his face as if he couldn’t care less if Justin took Patrick’s personal effects today or left them to be delivered later. But he’d be damned if he’d let Justin walk out of here with anything. Not until he was sure there was nothing that could incriminate him.
Before Justin could answer, Alec’s day got a whole lot worse. His secretary announced Mark and Paul’s arrival. He’d been expecting them for an update on the case and with Justin here, there was no way he could avoid letting Justin sit in on the update. If the private detectives were smart enough, they’d report that they’d found nothing and then give him an actual update later, but he doubted they’d pick up on that, or that they were smart enough.
And he was right. The two men walked in with a file folder in hand, and announced that they had news before they even saw that Justin was in the room with him.
No choice now.
“Great. Guys, you remember Patrick’s brother, Justin,” Alec said.
Both men nodded. “Good to see you again,” said Mark, before opening the file and handing a sheet to Alec.
“We were able to get hold of Laura’s phone and email info. She didn't send or receive very many emails from the account on her smartphone, but there was one email address she sent things to fairly frequently. She deleted the emails as soon as they were sent but the record of the address is still there,” Mark said.
“What was the email address?” Justin asked.
Alec backed up and put his hand to his lower back. The familiar feel of the .22-caliber handgun he kept under his suit jacket there helped steady him. He couldn’t actually shoot anyone in the office with his secretary and half a dozen other staff right outside the door, but if the detectives were about to reveal something that could get him in trouble, he would at least be able to get out of here without anyone stopping him. Alec’s heart raced as he waited to see how this would play out.
“She was emailing proofhesabastard@gmail.com,” Paul said.
Alec tightened his hand around the grip of his gun. He was backed into the corner of the office with Justin, Mark, and Paul all standing between him and the door. Fuck.
“We hacked into the account and realized Laura was emailing herself,” Mark said.
What the hell? Was Laura the one who had the evidence the whole time? Maybe she told Patrick, not the other way around? He hadn’t thought she was very smart, but maybe he’d underestimated her all this time. To be honest, he hadn’t really paid much attention.
“Justin, we were planning to come see you after we talked to Alec. This, uh, this isn’t going to be easy for you to see,” Mark warned. The PI had an almost apologetic tone to his voice, and Alec realized it didn’t sound as though the detectives had found anything that incriminated Alec in her account at all. In fact, their entire focus was on Justin right now.
“What are you talking about? What is it?” Justin asked.
“We didn’t print anything. We thought it would be better not to create any more of a trail than already exists. We need to log on to show you,” Mark said as he gestured to the computer sitting on Patrick’s desk.
Alec eased his hand off his gun and let his suit jacket fall back over it. He had already checked Patrick’s computer. There wasn’t any big file sitting on the desktop labeled in a way that screamed about Alec’s guilt. “Yeah, go ahead. It’s on.” He waved a hand at the desk and moved between the men and the door as the others gathered around the computer.
A few seconds later, he watched Justin turn white and utter a curse he didn’t think anyone of the Kensington caliber would know, much less say.
“Did you know about this, Alec? Did you know he was beating the—” Justin swallowed and looked at Alec. “Oh, God, did you know?” Justin asked, and Alec had to admit, the man looked truly stricken.
“What? What are you talking about?” Alec moved around the desk to look over Justin’s shoulder and saw picture after picture of Laura Kensington, bruised and battered.
Alec looked across the desk to the two investigators. “Anything else to report?” They shook their heads. “You don’t have a record of any of this? You didn’t print or download it?” he asked.
“No, sir. Nothing.”
“That’ll be all for now. I’ll call you to check in later,” Alec said, dismissing the two men as Justin scrolled through more of the photos. When the door shut behind Mark and Paul, Alec spoke again.
“Justin, we need to get rid of this. We can’t let this get out. It would destroy your mother, your brother’s reputation,” Alec said. He didn’t want to take a chance that there was anything else buried in those emails that Justin might stumble on. “Don’t torture yourself looking at those, Justin. We need to get rid of them and then keep looking for Laura. She must be terrified if this is why she’s running.”
“I need to talk to my mother,” Justin said, still not taking his hand off the mouse as he flipped through the evidence of his brother’s abuse.
“Go. I’ll delete the account. What she went through was awful, but your brother is dead. Letting this get out can’t help Laura now. All it will do is lead to speculation. People will want to know why he did this, if he was abused as a child, if your family knew he abused his wife. We need to make sure this doesn’t get out.”
Justin nodded numbly at Alec and then stood and left the room as though he moved on autopilot. How did this happen? How had Laura been living with such horrifying abuse without him having the slightest idea anything was wrong?
It happened because you were never here. You didn’t care enough to stay.
Justin and Patrick had been two very different people. Patrick had somehow been able to handle the family and all its pressures and expectations. Then again, Justin thought with grim realization, maybe he hadn’t been handling it so well after all. Not if what he was doing to his wife was any indication.
Justin hadn’t ever handled it. As soon as he’d gotten hold of his trust fund at twenty-three, he was gone. He’d traveled, blown obscene amounts of cash, had very few ties with anyone, and had only visited his family when it was absolutely necessary. In fact, as he thought about it, he’d probably only seen Laura once or twice since the wedding. But this level of abuse? He never would have guessed his brother capable of that.
Justin drove the twenty minutes to his mother’s house with his mind spinning. His mother saw Patrick and Laura all the time. They only lived a few minutes away, and Patrick had been a mama’s boy if ever there was one. How could Martha Kensington have missed all of this?
She couldn’t have. There was no way she didn’t know what was happening.
The thought made another wave of guilt wash through him. Guilt and disgust. His mother had turned her back on horrifying abuse. He was sure of it.
He let himself in and called for his mother as he started up the stairs. She’d been in her bedroom for days drinking enormous quantities of vodka. It was a pastime she’d perfected over the years. Justin knocked on the door but didn’t wait for her to answer before opening it. She glared at him from the chair by the window. Apparently she didn’t have anything to say in greeting.
“Did you know, Mom? Did you know Patrick was beating Laura?”
Justin’s stomach dropped when his mother actually smirked at his question. “Stop being so melodramatic, Justin,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “She was a difficult woman to manage. He did the best he could with her.”
Justin couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Manage?
“What are you talking about, Mom? A man doesn’t manage his wife. And what he was doing was not some small little incident here or there. I saw pictures, Mom. He was beating the crap out of her. He tortured her. You can’t tell me you didn’t see the evidence on her. You can’t sit there and tell me you didn’t know.”
As Justin watched his mother, his mind raced, searching for some reason that might explain the blank indifference he saw on his mother’s face. What could make a person turn their back on someone suffering the way Laura had? How could his mother simply turn away from another woman needing help?
“Laura has pictures. Dozens of pictures documenting the abuse. And, I’ll tell you one thing. I’ve got just as much money and almost as much power as you do, and from now on, I plan to use it to make sure you never get near Laura and her baby. If you go after her in any way, I’ll make sure those pictures get out. And, I’ll make sure Laura has all the money and influence she needs to fight you. You won’t win this fight, Mother. You won’t get anywhere near that baby.”
He didn’t tell his mother he and Alec had just agreed to delete all of the evidence. She didn’t need to know that. She just needed to believe the pictures existed and that he’d use them if he needed to. Besides, for all he knew, Laura had copies. She’d been smart enough and brave enough to arm herself with the evidence in the first place. She most likely had copies or printouts or something more as backup.
“How dare you threaten me?” she slurred. She tried to use the trick where she drew herself up straight and tall, adding another inch or two to her impressive height. The effect was diminished when she stumbled slightly and had to hold onto the wing chair she’d been sitting in to keep herself up.
And in that moment, a flash of thought pierced the anger and shock Justin was feeling. He searched his mind, looking through the memories of his time at home, when he hadn’t been at boarding school or college or partying in Europe. His father had always been cold and distant with them, but had there been something more? Justin had spent most of his life away at school. Boarding school had begun for him at five years old, for Patrick at seven. He had vague flashes of memories of his mother with a bruise here and there, but nothing that had ever raised a red flag for him. Until now.
“Mom,” he croaked out, raising a hand to reach toward her, to connect in some way. “Did Dad—”
She cut him off, hurling the heavy crystal glass in her hand toward him barely missing his head.
“You always were useless. Running all over the place, sleeping with Lord knows who and partying your trust fund away. It should have been you that died, not my Patrick. It should have been you.” Her face was twisted into an ugly rage of drunkenness and just plain hate.
She’d never been a very loving mother, but Justin hadn’t ever imagined their relationship would come to this. He shook his head as he watched her sink back into her chair. There wasn’t anything else he could say to her at this point. Right now, he needed to focus on Laura, to make sure she was safe. Then, he’d come back and try to sober his mother up, try to talk to her and find out if she needed help just as much as Laura had all these years.
But, first, he would make sure his mother didn’t hurt Laura. Justin called Alec on his way over to a hotel and told him to double their efforts to find Laura and to send any bills for the detective work to him. He needed to make sure she was all right, and make sure she knew she could stop hiding and running. It was time someone in their family did the right thing for Laura Kensington.



CHAPTER 19
L aura tried to walk slowly so she wouldn’t get to the barn too quickly, but it seemed like the trip was shorter than ever today. She knew she needed to apologize to Cade for yelling at him the way she had, but she didn’t really want to have this conversation about it. She’d embarrassed herself enough as it was since she’d arrived at the ranch.
She’d seen Cade go down to the barn shortly after she had stormed out and she hadn’t seen him leave in the last two hours, so he was likely still down there working with the horses or dogs.
Sure enough, as she rounded the corner, she saw him throwing hay bales into a stack along the center aisle of the barn. Light from the afternoon sun streamed in through the double doors to land on taut broad shoulders. The muscles in his back rippled under his shirt, drawing her gaze, but she blinked and tried to focus on the conversation they needed to have instead of the effect that watching him sometimes had on her body. Okay, the effect watching him always had on her body.
She knew he saw her because he stilled slightly before tossing the next bale onto the stack.
Laura waited, not sure how to start. She would have liked to get lost in him for a while instead of dealing with the awkwardness of her apology, but he stopped and wiped his brow with one arm, then stripped the leather gloves off his hands and looked at her.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn't have taken out my fear on you when you were only trying to make me feel better,” Laura said, arms crossed over her chest. This was the first apology that felt true and real to her, and the first time she cared whether someone believed her apology was genuine.
In the past, apologies had been obligatory, either to avoid her father’s wrath or to appease her husband and ward off further blows—to show the right amount of deference. She always knew a few more strokes would follow an apology for good measure, but it would eventually lead to peace. At least for a while.
But now, she cared what Cade felt and thought, only she couldn’t read him. He merely looked at her. When she began to fidget, he held a hand out to her.
“Come here. I want to show you something,” he said.
Laura laid her hand in his, so big and strong and protective. She tried to ignore the way that hand made her feel, the way his warm strength caused her body to thrum with electricity, but it was getting harder to push those feelings down. He tugged her out the back of the barn and around to one side where the Jeep she’d seen many times was parked.
“Shane was going to show you this later, but this is probably a better time,” he said, opening the door and reaching into the glove box. Cade pulled out a set of keys and turned to sit on the seat of the car, long legs hanging over the edge. He pulled Laura into him so that she stood with each of her legs brushing the insides of his. They’d never stood this close—this intimately. He’d always kept his distance. But, now there was a closeness she hadn’t dared to crave for more than three years. The heat from his legs brushing hers traveled, the warmth flooding her thighs and settling between her legs and making her chest tighten with anticipation, but he seemed unaware of the effect he had on her.
Cade held out the keys to her and pointed out the key to the Jeep. He looked her dead in the eye when he spoke, and she could see how much he meant the words he was saying. “This is always in here. If anything happens, if you even think someone is coming or you see anything suspicious, I want you to take the Jeep.”
Laura opened her mouth to object, but he cut her off. “Take it, Laura. You need to have a way to get to safety if anything happens and I’m not here to protect you.”
Her heart flinched at the thought that he would want to protect her. And, also at the thought that maybe he couldn’t. She nodded at him.
Cade took out another key, looped on a chain, and held it up to her. It was a smaller key, brass with a number on the side. He drew a piece of paper out of the glove box.
“This is the key to a bus station locker. Shane had some business in Johnson City a few days ago. He went to the bus station there and put ten thousand dollars in cash in a locker. This locker,” he said showing her the key and then the paper. “There are directions to the bus locker here. There are also times and meeting places.”
Laura looked at the paper.
Noon, two days after you run: Baird Diner in Searcy, Arkansas.
Noon, four days after you run: Casey’s Barbeque, Springfield, Tennessee.
The list went on specifying ten separate meeting locations spread out over the course of almost three weeks. Laura looked up at Cade, unable to speak.
“If you have to run and I can’t go with you, this is where I’ll meet you when it’s safe. If I’m not there, it means it’s not safe for me to come and get you yet, so you keep moving and get to the next meeting spot. If you get to the end, go back and start over at the top of the list. I’ll be there for you as soon as it’s safe. I promise you that, Laura. This is your running plan. This is what you do if you have to run.”
Laura was stunned as Cade looped the chain with the bus locker key over her neck. The brush of his hands sent tingling sensations down her spine, but his words had a much stronger effect on her. They melted her heart. “There’s a copy of the meeting times here in the car,” Cade said as he put the paper back in the glove box and shut it. “And, there’s a copy in the locker just in case you can’t get to the Jeep and you have to run some other way. Just remember the bus station in Johnson City.”
Laura couldn’t say a word. She was flooded with more emotion than she’d felt since the day Patrick had died and she’d started running. But a different kind of emotion. One overwhelming and new to her.
“Remember when you said I’ve had a charmed life, never had to worry about not having love and support?” Cade asked.
“I…” Laura whispered, voice thick as she shook her head. She felt awful for what she’d said. For the unfairness of what she’d said to him because of her fears. He cut her off before she could say anything more.
“No, Laura, you were right. Other than losing my dad, you’re right. And even that happened when I was an adult and better able to handle it than I would have as a child.” Cade laced both of his hands with Laura’s and held them to his chest, pulling her body even closer to him. Their bodies aligned in an intimate way that she’d never shared with any man other than her husband. No, that wasn’t right. She’d never had this type of intimacy, of closeness, with Patrick. Cade’s eyes were heated and she couldn’t look away. “So, believe in that. Believe in my charmed life. Believe that I always get whatever I want. Because I want you in my life, Laura. For as long as you want to stay. When you’re too scared to believe in anything else, you can believe in that.”
Laura’s eyes were locked on Cade’s face as her breaths went shallow. She couldn’t pull her gaze away. His eyes burned with intensity and need. And it created something Laura didn’t want to feel. Hope. The greatest of hopes.
And Laura had never been so scared in her life.



CHAPTER 20
“What do you mean gone? When? Where?” Alec demanded.
The private detective at the other end of the phone didn’t seem riled by Alec’s temper at all, and that only pissed Alec off more. “He’s gone on leave. Apparently, it’s something he does every summer and it’s not unusual for it to be for long stretches at a time. The hospital said Dr. Samuels is semi-retired and only practices part-time now. That’s all I could get out of them. I think it’s worth trying to track him down, though. The police have decided there’s nothing to Laura’s disappearance. They won’t share the CCTV tapes from the hospital or the airport, but they said they have her on tape looking safe, not coerced, and quite well. They’re saying she left of her own volition and there’s nothing more they can do.”
“That’s crazy. She stands to inherit her husband’s substantial estate and she’s nowhere to be found? How could that possibly be of her own volition? I don’t buy it. Find that doctor and see what he has to do with this. I’ve always thought it was a little odd for him to want to check a woman who was only a few months pregnant into the hospital just because her husband died. Why wouldn’t he just send her home and have her family doctor check on her? Find out what the hell he had to do with Laura’s disappearance and where that man went,” Alec said and disconnected the call.
Dammit. What was Laura Kensington up to?
Alec hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep since she’d gone missing. He stared out the window at the front lawn of Patrick and Laura’s home. He’d kept the staff on so far, but he’d need to close up the home and send them packing soon. So far no one had questioned his presence there as he’d quietly searched through Patrick’s things, but a cursory search wasn’t cutting it. He needed to tear this place apart and no one could see him do that.
“Sir?”
“What!” Alec snapped at the gardener who stood just outside Patrick’s home office door. The man blanched, but held his ground.
“I thought you should see this, sir. I didn’t know who else to show. Mrs. Kensington has not been here at all since Miss Laura has gone missing, so I don’t know if I should call her or…” the gardener said, letting the thought trail off.
“No, it’s fine. What is it?” Alec put a calm mask on his face and waited with all the appearance of a patient man.
The squat tanned man in front of him produced a bag from behind his back. It was smeared with dirt, but he could see the contents plainly through the clear plastic. Cash. A lot of it.
Alec took the bag and dumped the contents on the desk, ignoring the dirt that marred the once-clean surface. A quick scan told Alec there was likely at least twenty thousand dollars in cash and what looked like a driver’s license. Alec picked up the rectangle of plastic and flipped it over. The picture was of Laura Kensington, but the name said Laura Keller, and the license was from the State of Rhode Island instead of Connecticut.
Alec stared at the license for a few seconds trying to figure out what the hell Laura Kensington—or whoever she was—was up to.
“Where did you find it?” he asked the man.
“Buried in one of the planters in the greenhouse. Miss Laura had always tended to the plants in the greenhouse herself, but since she’s gone, I do it to make sure her beautiful plants don’t die. I saw the bag sticking out from the dirt,” the gardener mumbled, as if caught doing something he shouldn’t have done.
“Have you told anyone else?” Alec asked.
“No. No, sir.” He shook his head.
Alec opened his wallet and slipped the license into it, then grabbed a handful of the cash from the desk and tossed it to the gardener.
“This is yours. You never found the cash or the license. You’ve been saving money for a new car, a bit at a time if anyone asks where you got that amount of cash. Just make damn sure no one hears about this, you got it?”
The man nodded vigorously, holding the money as if he were afraid it might bite him. “Yes, sir. I understand.”
“Oh, and one more thing. Stay out of the greenhouse from now on. I’ll take care of searching the rest of the plants, but I don’t want anyone else in there from now on.”
Alec watched the man leave the room before lifting his phone. He’d have his lawyer take care of letting the staff go and closing up the house until Laura Kensington was found. They’d hire a caretaker to come once a week and check on things and a lawn service to keep up the property from time to time rather than the full staff that existed now. The lawyer could easily be fooled into thinking Alec was simply trying to help his partner’s widow out by maintaining the home without keeping up the expense of a full staff. Alec sneered as he waited for his lawyer’s secretary to answer the phone. Manipulating people had gotten all too easy to do. It almost took the fun out of things.
    
Mark entered the hospital cafeteria and approached the table where he’d left his partner to call Alec. Paul handed him a cup of coffee. It wasn’t half bad—which was good, considering they’d spent a lot of time here in the past few weeks.
“What’d he have to say?” Paul asked.
“Wants us to track down the doctor, make sure he doesn’t have anything to do with this. I got a feeling the doctor’s involved somehow, though,” Mark said.
“Yeah, what makes you think that?” asked Paul, eyeing Mark over the rim of his cup.
Mark shrugged. “Just a gut feeling. You know what else I have a gut feeling about?”
Paul didn’t answer but looked up, expectant.
“I have a feeling Alec wants more from Laura Kensington than just to find her and make sure she’s okay, or to bring her back for Mrs. Kensington,” Mark said. “I get the feeling Alec has something else riding on finding this lady.”
“You think he’ll hurt her when he finds her?” Paul asked.
“You and I both know Alec isn’t the upstanding businessman everyone thinks he is. He’s had his hands in some nasty dealings in his time. And, somehow, he always manages to come out smelling like daisies at the end of the day. He makes damn sure of it. I don’t know why he wants her, but I don’t think he has anything good planned for Laura Kensington.”
Paul put his coffee cup down and looked Mark square in the eye. “Is that going to be a problem?”
Mark shrugged again, face bland—impassive. “Not for me. You?”
Paul shook his head. “Nope. Not for me. I just figure we need to be ready to cover our asses when things go pear-shaped on us. If we don’t watch him, we’re liable to get caught up in whatever Alec Hall has going on.”
Mark nodded, then gestured across the room with his chin. “There’s our favorite talkative nurse’s aide.”
Pollyanna—as the men called her—was making a beeline for them, a broad smile on her face. She was the type of woman who always seemed to be trolling for a man. The type of nurse’s aide who gave those who worked hard a bad name. It appeared she usually went after doctors, trying to nail down one to keep for her very own, but lately the private detectives had monopolized a great deal of her attention. It seemed that PIs were exciting enough to draw her interest away from the docs—temporarily, at least. The men had been exploiting her as much as possible and planned to continue doing so now.
“Hello, boys.” She sidled up to the table and gave them both a cheeky smile. “What brings my two favorite hunks here again?”
Without missing a beat, Paul launched into a lie. “We were supposed to be meeting Dr. Samuels to do some follow-up on the Laura Kensington case, but he must have forgotten our appointment. We were told he’s gone on indefinite leave.”
Mark affected a nonchalant look. “No biggie, really. It was just routine follow-up to close our files and now, instead of working the case, we can spend your coffee break with you.” He graced her with his panty-melting smile, and she actually sighed and leaned in closer to him.
Good grief.
“He goes away all the time,” she said conspiratorially. “Although, never without telling us when he’ll be back. Some people are saying he’s not coming back. That he’s just using up his leave time and then he’ll retire when it’s over. He doesn’t have any of his own patients anymore—he just covers for the other doctors and rotates around.”
Paul grinned and glanced over at Mark. “Must be a nice life. We should take some time off, Mark. We ought to learn from our elders instead of working so danged much.”
Mark grunted. “You might be right.” He turned to face Pollyanna and tossed an arm around the back of her chair. “What does Doc Samuels do when he goes away? He have a fishing place or something like that?”
She took the bait easily, a sloppy smile on her face as she practically snuggled into his arm and purred like a damn cat.
Fish. Barrel. Bang.
“No, he goes to some ranch his friends own. Spends a few weeks there every summer. I bet that’s where he is now,” she said.
Paul guffawed. “Ranch! There aren’t any ranches around here.”
Pollyanna just smiled and shook her head at him, a small pout pushing out her polished lower lip. “Not here, silly. In Texas. Ever-something. Ever… Ever… Everwood, Evermont. I don’t know. Ever-somewhere or other,” she said with a flip of her hair.
“Well, we don’t have any friends with a ranch so we’ll need to find another way to spend our time off, won’t we Mark?” Paul asked, a grin splitting his face as he eyed his partner. He knew if Laura Kensington was with the doctor, they’d find her soon.



CHAPTER 21
L aura’s stomach flipped and flopped as Cade drove her and May into town. She told herself it was only the trip into town that was making her nervous, but the way her leg pressed against Cade’s when she and May piled into the bench seat of his truck probably had a little to do with it. Or a lot. She was all too aware of the physical contact that was stealing her breath and making her palms sweat.
But, the fact that she was headed for town also had her heart banging in her chest. It was the first time she had ventured away from the safety of the ranch since she’d arrived on the bus over a month ago. Even if people were willing to keep her presence here a secret because of their loyalty to May, showing her face in public was not easy.
Cade and May had convinced Laura to go to town for lunch, and she wanted to pick up a few things at the store while they were there. May squeezed Laura’s hand and smiled at her.
“Guess I have to go out sometime, huh?” she asked, with a little laugh.
“It’ll be fine. I promise,” Cade said as he pulled his truck into one of the angled parking spaces in front of the Two Sisters’ Diner. Cade lifted May’s wheelchair out of the back of the truck and brought it around to May, before taking hold of Laura’s hand and helping her down. For just a minute, Laura let herself savor the warm feel of his strong hand supporting her before forcing her thoughts back to reality. No point fantasizing about things she couldn’t have and really didn’t want anyway. She didn’t want a man in her life right now. Didn’t want to get used to relying on him to hold her up.
Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, girl.
“Can we run over to the convenience store before we eat? I want to pick up a few things while we’re in town,” Laura said, stepping away from Cade, trying to re-establish some sense of equilibrium. She now understood what people talked about when they said their heart was fluttering. Fluttering? Doing the samba. Trying to burst clear through her ribcage and out of her chest entirely. Same thing.
“Works for me. I have things I want to get, too,” May said, and Cade fell into step behind the women as they made their way two doors down from the diner to the store that carried everything from groceries to pharmaceuticals and even a few automotive items. There was a bigger grocery store fifteen minutes outside of town in the opposite direction of the ranch, but this one had most of the necessities. Most people tried to limit the trip to the larger store to once a week.
A tinkling bell announced their arrival in the store, and a young woman with long hair the color of India ink and eyes almost as dark called out from a counter at the back of the store.
“Be right out!”
“It’s all right, Jana. It’s only May and Cade and Laura. We’ve just got a few things to pick up,” May called back.
No sooner had Laura’s name come out than the woman whisked herself to the front of the store, no doubt to get a good look at the infamous Laura Kensington.
May smiled and made the introductions. “Jana, this is Laura, Josh Samuel’s niece. She’s visiting with us for a while.”
Jana made no attempt to hide her open perusal of Laura as she shook hands with her. “Is that what we’re calling her?” she asked May. “Josh’s niece? Well, sure, I’ll go along with that. Josh’s niece, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” The tall willowy woman smiled at Laura. Laura shook her hand with more than a little reservation.
“It’s nice to meet you, too, Jana.”
May put her hand on Laura’s back and propelled her toward the other side of the store. “Well, we’ll just get our things so we can get to lunch. Good to see you, Jana.”
When they were a few aisles over, May turned her chair toward Cade and shoved the red plastic basket she’d picked up at the door into his hands. “You help Laura find what she needs while I keep Jana entertained. If we’re not careful, she’ll call half the town and then charge admission to watch Laura shop.” May aimed her chair back toward Jana, who was, in fact, about to key a number into her phone.
Laura groaned but Cade looked expectantly at her, leaving her with little choice but to get the things she’d come for. She went to the vitamin aisle first and grabbed a bottle of prenatal vitamins before she headed to the cosmetics section. She didn’t wear a lot of makeup, but she was used to wearing some, and since she’d left town with no notice, she had nothing more than a little lip gloss in her purse.
She’d have to find new colors and brands since she had been shopping for her makeup at the designer department stores for the last few years, but she didn’t mind. A small smile played on her lips, and she chose a light rose shade that she thought would go well with her new darker hair color. It would be fun trying to find the right look for the new Laura.
“Why do you need that? You’re beautiful. You shouldn’t cover your face with that stuff.”
Cade’s words were so reminiscent of the way Patrick would “suggest” she not cut her hair short, or “encourage” her to wear lighter shades of lipstick that were more becoming a woman of her stature in the community, that Laura hurriedly replaced the makeup on the shelf before she realized what she was doing. Both of them recognized what had happened, and an uncomfortable silence froze the air between them.
“Laura, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I’d never try to tell you what to do. I just meant that you look beautiful without makeup.”
Laura looked up at Cade, torn between wanting to find out how beautiful he thought she was, and wanting to punch him in the gut for making her feel like she couldn’t buy makeup if she wanted to. Before she could decide, Cade started scooping makeup off the shelf and into the basket.
“You should definitely get some makeup. It’ll look great on you. Here,” he held up a shade of fuchsia lipstick Laura wouldn’t wear in a million years. “This will look perfect. We’ll get this one and a few others.”
Laura couldn’t help herself. Laughter started to bubble out of her, and she couldn’t stop once she started. The picture of Cade shoving as much makeup as he could into the basket on his arm was something she’d never forget. He looked mortified, so completely repentant, but also just so darn silly with all that makeup in his hands.
Cade stopped and stared as more laughter poured forth. Then a slow smile formed on his lips and Laura’s eyes locked onto those lips. The laughter dried up and her throat was suddenly tight.
“Well you two sure are having fun,” came Jana’s amused voice and Laura left the spell she’d fallen under behind, shaking it off as she turned to look at May and Jana.
“I think I’m all set here, May,” she said as she put most of the makeup Cade had pulled off the shelf back. Leaving a blush, mascara, and two lipsticks in the basket, she walked to the counter to pay for her things.
Cade watched Laura as she wheeled Mama toward the diner. He stayed just two steps behind thinking about what had happened in the store.
What had happened?
One minute he’d felt like the world’s biggest louse for trying to tell Laura she shouldn’t wear makeup. He was sure her husband had probably been controlling, and the look on her face had confirmed that. But then she’d been laughing, happier than he’d ever seen her and that laughter cut through him as much as her pain had. It drew him like nothing ever had. He wanted to hear that over and over from her, to make her laugh every day. To make her laugh enough that she’d forget everything she’d been through.
Cade caught up to Laura and May at the door to the diner and pulled it open for them. Naturally, the low din of conversation came to an immediate and complete stop as soon as the trio entered.
Cade cleared his throat and spoke to the room at large. “Laura, Evers. People of Evers, this is Laura, Josh Samuel’s niece.”
That brought a roar of laughter from the crowded tables of the diner and an end to the awkward moment, just as Cade had hoped it would. He helped May out of her chair and locked the brake, leaving it in the corner by the entrance. He let May lean on his arm as they walked toward a booth at the far left of the long room. It was opposite the counter that fronted the grill manned by Tina, one of the Caswell sisters. The other Caswell sister, Gina, approached the booth with coffee pot in hand and a broad smile on her face.
“Mornin’ Laura—Josh Samuel’s niece,” she said with a wink. “It’s good to finally see you out and about. We thought maybe we’d have to drive out to the ranch if we ever wanted to meet you, but that would mean closing the diner down for the afternoon, and Tina said that wouldn’t sit well with folks.”
“Tina?” Laura asked, eyes flicking to Cade’s face.
“Laura, this is Gina Caswell. Her sister, Tina, is behind the grill back there,” Cade said, nodding to the back where Tina’s bright red hair—so clearly from a bottle and not a gift of genetics—poked up.
“I like the hair, Laura,” the woman called out over the counter. “Much better than that washed-out blond in all your pictures. You should keep it this way.”
Laura gasped and looked at Cade, who just laughed, along with all the other customers in the diner.
“Honey, you’ll get used to it,” Gina said. “We’ve all seen every picture out of your wedding album by now, the way the news is going on and on about you. This town is bad enough with most normal people, always all up in your business. But, you? Hmmpf. You don’t have any secrets anymore, sweetie.”
Cade could see the subtle hint of panic on Laura’s face and he guessed her mind had flashed to all of the things she’d never want a stranger to know. All of the things she shared with May, but probably would be embarrassed for anyone other than May to know. She’d certainly be upset to know he overheard it all and the thought that the whole town might someday know was bound to cause her to want to flee. Cade pulled her hand over toward him and rubbed his thumb over her palm. He’d meant to soothe her, but damn, if he didn’t have to take a minute to tell his body to sit the hell down. His response to the small touch shouldn’t have been so strong.
“It’s okay, Laura. She didn’t mean anything by it,” he murmured quietly, so Gina wouldn’t hear. May pushed closer to Laura in the seat, as if supporting her.
Gina gave Laura a sideways look. “I’ll give you guys a minute,” she said before heading to the kitchen. When she came back out a few minutes later, the trio ordered their lunch and the restaurant’s din of conversation resumed.
Temporarily, at least. Two minutes after their food arrived, the peace was interrupted again when the door opened and a man wearing a tan uniform entered. All eyes swung to Laura but May’s arm was immediately around her.
“It’s an election year, sheriff,” an older gentleman called out from across the room. “Hate to see you make any mistakes in handling a delicate situation.”
The sheriff’s eye crinkled up in laughter and he raised a hand in greeting. “Thanks for the reminder, Holland. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind,” he called out, his tone wry.
“He’s a friend, Laura,” Cade said under his breath as Sheriff John Davies approached the table. The sheriff gestured to the seat next to Cade. May nodded and he sat.
“Friend or not, Cade, I was hoping I wouldn’t run into you guys. Now that I’ve seen Mrs. Kensington, I can’t ignore the fact that the whole country—with the exception of everyone in this county apparently—is looking for her.” He spoke quietly, and Cade guessed he didn’t want the whole diner listening in. He didn’t want that either, but the other diners appeared to be listening intently anyway.
“John,” Cade started, his voice a low growl.
“Cade,” May interrupted, “John has a job to do. Let’s let him do it and see where this goes. Laura, Sheriff John Davies. John, this is Laura, but she’s more comfortable being called Josh’s niece for now if you don’t mind,” May said with an indulgent smile.
Cade remained tensely coiled next to John, watching every move his friend made. He remained silent as Laura spoke. “It’s nice to meet you, Sheriff.”
John smiled at her. “Call me John. When all of this is over, Cade will remember we’re friends and any friend of Cade’s is a friend of mine.” Cade’s only response was a snort.
When Laura nodded, he continued. “So, it seems the police in Connecticut are pretty interested in your whereabouts.” John took a French fry off Cade’s plate and popped it in his mouth. “And your safety, in particular.”
Laura nodded again. “I know.”
“Did you come to Texas voluntarily, Laura?” John asked, ignoring Cade’s scowl as he continued to eat his friend’s lunch.
“Yes, I did.”
“And you’re staying here voluntarily? No one’s keeping you here against your will?” Cade rolled his eyes while May laughed.
“Yes. I’m here voluntarily.”
“I understand congratulations are in order,” John said, taking a sip of Cade’s sweet tea.
“Jeez, John!” Cade said, but May shot him a glare.
“Watch your language, Caden Samuel Bishop,” May said.
“When my sister was pregnant, she was plagued with morning sickness something awful. Couldn’t keep anything down for months. You look like you’re handling food better than she was,” John said, nodding at Laura’s plate of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and glazed carrots.
Laura loosened up a bit. “It was really bad up until two weeks ago. That, and the exhaustion. I’m feeling better now.”
The answer seemed to satisfy John, who had moved on to Cade’s burger, taking half for himself despite Cade’s raised brow. Cade relaxed enough to pick up the other half and begin to eat, but he wondered what John planned to do now that he seemed to be finished asking questions. The whole diner seemed to be waiting for his verdict.
John wiped his mouth on a napkin and stood. “Well, it seems to me you’re of sound mind, despite the reports on the news, Laura. You don’t seem to be any danger to yourself or your baby, and you don’t seem to be here against your will. I have to report that I spoke with you, but as far as I’m concerned,” John raised one hand toward Cade, who was halfway out of his seat at the mention of reporting Laura’s presence in town. “I don’t see any reason I have to give them any more information than that. I pulled you over. After speaking with you, it was clear you were of sound mind and body and no harm to yourself or others. You were simply a widow passing through on her way out of town. Last I saw, you were headed toward Dallas to catch a flight. Heck if I know where you were going after that.”
A woman with two teenagers at her table spoke up. “She stayed a few days at my bed and breakfast, sheriff. Lovely woman, that Laura Kensington. I think she was on her way to New York City to visit a friend.”
“I heard it was California. Said she wanted to see the west coast,” Holland spoke up again. Others murmured rumored sightings and hints of a trip to Arkansas.
Laura and May smiled.
“Well then, Laura. It was very nice to meet you. I’ll see you when Cade decides he’s forgiven me, and I’m invited back out to the ranch for Sunday dinner sometime.”
Over Cade’s grumbling, May chimed in. “Anytime, John. You’re welcome anytime you want to join us.”
“Come on, John. I’ll walk you out. I want to run over to Jansen’s and put in a special order for a few things at the ranch,” Cade said and turned to Laura and May. “I’ll meet you back here in fifteen minutes.”
“What are you getting for the ranch, Cade?” May asked.
“A greenhouse. A big, giant, commercial-sized greenhouse,” he said grinning and shooting a wink to a shocked-silent Laura.



CHAPTER 22
M ark shoved his chair back from his desk in the cramped, single-room office. He looked up at Paul, who sat at the desk across from him.
“Well, so far there’s Everman, Evadale, Everwood, and Evers,” he said, tossing his pen down on the desk.
Paul shook his head. “That’s a lot of ground to cover when we don’t even know if the doctor knows where Laura is. Maybe we should check with Alec to see if he wants to spend that kind of money to hunt down a lead that’s thin, at best.”
Mark raised his hands. “Not it. I called him with the last bad news. Your turn, pal.”
Paul uttered a curse but picked up the phone to make the call. Neither of them liked dealing with Alec Hall. Dealing with that man was more dangerous than sleeping with a venomous snake in your bed, but he paid good money. A lot of it.
While Paul talked to Alec, Mark began to narrow down the search. He looked up each town, trying to decide if any could be ruled out. Two of the towns didn’t have a website, and the others’ sites didn’t give any clue as to whether it would be the kind of area that would have a ranch in or near it. All of them looked to be far enough away from the larger cities that a ranch was a possibility. So far, he wasn’t having any luck narrowing down their choices.
Paul put his phone down. “Wants us to check them all out. Every one of them.”
Mark groaned without taking his eyes off his computer screen. He opened a new window and began to buy plane tickets to Austin, Texas.
“I’ll get tickets. You book a rental car. We’ll fly into Austin and work our way across the state. Let’s start with Everman and Everwood. Those seem closest to what Pollyanna remembered. Evadale is Eva not Ever, but she could have gotten mixed up and if it was Evers, it seems like she would have remembered that and not thought it was Ever-something.”
Paul’s raised eyebrows said he didn’t believe Pollyanna was capable of that level of thought any more than Mark did.
    
Cade watched Laura laugh with his friends, and couldn’t believe how much she’d changed since she’d come to the ranch. As they sat at a corner table at Pies and Pints, he thought about how much more relaxed she’d been since the day they went into town. It seemed as though a wall had come tumbling down after Laura saw the support the town gave her. Even Cade had found himself forgetting there was anything unusual about her situation.
Well, except for the fact that she was drinking club soda because of the baby she was carrying when everyone else was sharing a pitcher of beer over their pizza. No one seemed to mind. Alice and Stacey, two women who hung out in the group of friends that Cade and Shane generally saw a few weekends a month, had asked Laura a bit about her plans for the baby when they first arrived. Baby names and plans for a nursery and so on.
Laura had ducked out of those questions tactfully. Cade knew she still wasn’t ready to commit to staying, much less painting the room May kept pushing on her as the nursery. But, he thought she was getting closer. She’d visited the clinic and seen the midwife for a checkup after being assured she wouldn’t have to show ID to anyone, or use her real name if she preferred not to have it recorded.
Watching her now, Laura was animated and happier looking than he’d ever seen her as she listened to Stacey's boyfriend, Grant, tell a story about Cade and Shane’s propensity for cow tipping when they were younger. She turned wide eyes on him.
“You went cow tipping? I can’t believe you would do that!”
Cade winced. “We were young and stupid and completely convinced we could get away with it. When Dad found out, he sent us over to that farm to muck stalls and clean water troughs and do all the dirtiest chores they could think of for a month. Needless to say, it’s not something I’d do nowadays. Scares the poor cows half to death,” he finished with a cringe.
“Doesn't stop teenagers from doing it now any more than when you did it back then,” came John Davies’ voice behind him.
Cade swiveled in the booth to see his friend watching him and Laura warily. “Am I forgiven for grilling Laura yet, or do I need to find somewhere else to sit?”
Laura stuck her tongue out at Cade before she answered for him, and Cade was torn between being relieved to see her so playful, and being distracted by thoughts of what that tongue could do. He shifted in his seat and tried to banish the images from his mind, but it was no use. Those images were seared in. Hell.
Cade couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy as Laura turned a smile toward John. “You’re absolutely forgiven for doing your job, sheriff. I know you couldn’t just pretend you didn’t see me.”
Now Cade felt a lot more than a twinge. Why was she smiling at him so sweetly? And when had she become so danged confident? Cade knew women considered John attractive. John had more than enough single women—and even some married ones—throwing themselves at him. When he first moved to town years ago, the police station had received a fair number of calls at the station that weren’t really emergencies. They were thinly veiled attempts single women made to get his attention—or their mothers were trying to set them up. That had slowed down some, but it still happened often enough to entertain everyone other than John. Until now, Cade had taunted his friend about it whenever it happened.
The thought of Laura smiling at John wasn’t even remotely entertaining to Cade, and that, in and of itself, ticked him off. He had to find a way to get the feelings he had for Laura out of his head. She was trying to rebuild her life, and for the first time ever, she was trying to do that without the complication of adding a man to the mix. He’d heard her tell his mother she needed to learn to stand on her own two feet instead of leaning on a man.
And he needed her to do the same thing. Well, not exactly, but he needed to find a woman who didn’t need to lean on him. Who could stand on her own two feet, and who wouldn’t tie her entire existence to him as if she couldn’t have her own identity without him.
“Cade, you still with us?” John asked.
“Huh? Yeah, just...yeah.” Looking around the table it was clear he had missed something.
“I was just telling Laura the local officer I talked to in Connecticut was satisfied when I told him I saw her, and she seemed healthy, happy, and down here voluntarily.” Laura was beaming at him from across the table. “They didn’t seem at all concerned that anything had happened. The detective I spoke with said the family has been pressuring them and trying to get the police to begin a national manhunt for her, but when they looked at video footage from the hospital and the airport, there was no sign of foul play, and no sign that Laura was in any danger or was any danger to her baby. They’ve been telling the family for weeks now there’s no active case, and there’s nothing more they can do if Laura doesn’t want to come home.”
“You mean go back there. Not home. That’s not home. Laura’s home now,” Cade said, smiling at her.



CHAPTER 23
L aura nodded and smiled at Cade and the others but it felt stiff. Home.
Could it really be that simple? Could she really just stay with the Bishops? Take their charity and their kindness and live off them? Raise her baby there? But for how long? Surely she couldn’t just live there forever?
Even if the police weren’t coming for her, that didn’t mean the Kensingtons would just give up trying to get custody of her baby once it was born. Laura needed to talk to Shane and see what he’d discovered. He had told her he was looking into the case law in this area, and he was sure a grandmother wouldn’t have a very strong case for taking a baby from its mother without some very strong extenuating circumstances, but Laura wanted to be sure. She wanted to know she was finally free.
“Well, I have to get back out there. I’m on patrol for another two hours,” John said as he stood and took another slice of pizza for the road.
“We should get going too,” Stacey and Grant said and Alice nodded and stood with them.
“It was so great to finally get to spend some time with you, Laura. Maybe we can all go out again soon?” Alice asked Laura.
Laura smiled and nodded. Maybe she really could have this. A life filled with real friends and people who cared about her. A place she could truly call home. And...
Laura’s eyes met Cade’s and she knew she must be blushing. Maybe, someday, she could have someone who would love her and treat her as if she were a person who mattered, not a possession to be owned and conquered. Someday.
    
Cade started to drive past the barn, but Laura stopped him.
“I’ll help you with the nighttime bed check if you want,” she said. That’s what May always called the last barn check of the night. The one where you turned off all the lights, made sure the stall doors were shut properly, and checked to be sure none of the animals were having nightmares—or so May told her.
Cade glanced her way and slowed the truck, steering it toward the barn instead of the house. “Thanks.”
A motion sensor kicked on the outside light as soon as the truck pulled up to the double barn doors. Cade jogged around to help Laura down and then pushed open one of the doors, flicking on the center aisle lights. It didn’t take either of them long to see that Red was worked up over something. She was panting and pacing up and down the aisle but ran to Laura the minute she entered the barn.
“What do you think it is?” Laura asked Cade as she knelt to rub Red’s ears.
He went to where Red had been pacing and looked over the top of the half door that led to the tack room. He grinned and waved Laura over. Red circled Laura’s legs, nearly taking her down as she joined Cade to peek over the door.
“Oh my gosh, is she in labor?” The mother cat who had taken up residency in the tack room was panting and circling, pawing at her bedding. She circled a few more times before lying down, but she continued to pant.
“Looks like it,” Cade said. “Want to wait up and see some kittens?”
They stood looking over the door together and when Laura turned to Cade and nodded, she realized how close their faces were. Close enough for her to smell the scent of peppermint from the gum he’d been chewing on the drive home. Close enough to see the stubble on his chin that had grown since that morning’s shave. She wanted to reach out to touch it, to brush the tips of her fingers across it and see if it tickled her skin. She was close enough to wonder what it would be like to have those lips pressed to hers, to feel his arms come around her as he pulled her against his body and kissed the breath from her chest.
“Yes,” Laura said huskily. She cleared her throat. “Yes, let’s wait for kittens. Will she let us in there with her?”
Cade watched Laura for a beat longer, and the air swirled thickly between them. He took a step back, breaking the spell, then slid the latch on the door.
“I think so. I’ve been tossing chicken to her whenever I walk by the room or have to come in for something. She doesn’t hiss at me anymore. She’s probably a little too distracted by the labor right now to care anyway,” he said as he took Laura’s hand and pulled her into the room with him.
Red came and lay down on the floor near the door, getting no closer to the cat than she had to. It seemed as though she didn’t really know what to make of the situation, but she sure wasn’t going to leave her people in here without standing guard over them.
“I’ll be right back. I’m gonna grab some drinks for us so we can settle in for a while,” Cade said and he slipped out of the room. Laura watched the cat pant and knelt down in front of her. The cat turned wide eyes to her as though she didn’t know if she should trust Laura so close to her.
Laura couldn’t help but think how much this must hurt. “When the pain gets to be too much, baby, just go somewhere in your head. Go to your favorite place and leave all the pain behind. Just let it all go.”
Laura heard the door hinges behind her and Cade stepped back in.
He put a pile of blankets next to the wall, then set two bottles of water on the floor and sat down. He pulled Laura down next to him. Her heart skipped a beat at the contact, at the way his hand swallowed hers. But, when he arranged her so that she leaned against his chest, her back to his front, and put those strong arms around her, wrapping her tight, she thought she’d burst from the utter happiness that shot through her.
Laura leaned back, soaked in the contact, and let herself get lost in the feel of Cade holding her tight. He’d probably done this with dozens of women and thought nothing of it, but this was special to Laura. It was incredible. Two weeks or a month ago, maybe even a day ago, she probably wouldn’t have let herself relax, let herself enjoy the feel of just being with a man like this.
Now, Laura wanted to grab on to all she could while she was here. Sometime in the last few days, the last few hours, she’d decided if she had to leave here someday, she would damn well take some good memories with her.
She would find out what it was like to laugh with people, to have friends, to have what almost felt like a family, and to be with a man who could make her feel this wanted, this safe, this special. It felt better than anything Laura had ever known.
“Here comes the first one,” Cade whispered in her ear. He probably hadn’t intended it, but the feeling of his hot breath brushing her ear, her neck, sent shivers through her. Very good shivers she wanted to experience again. Laura closed her eyes for a brief moment and let the heat rushing through her body warm her.
“What do we do?” Laura asked. She thought of all the people that were typically in attendance at a birth for a human. A doctor, a couple of nurses, family. Surely they should be doing something for the cat and her kittens.
“Nothing,” Cade said, a bit of a laugh on his breath. “Nature takes care of everything. As soon as the kittens come out, mom licks them clean, that stimulates breathing, and they nurse. It’s that simple. Unless something goes wrong, we just sit back and watch.”
They were quiet for a few minutes before Cade broke the silence.
“Where did you go when it hurt too much, when the pain got to be too great?”
Clearly, he’d heard her conversation with the cat moments ago. Laura didn’t answer for a minute. Remembering where she went carried another type of pain with it. The pain her brother’s loss always brought when she remembered he was gone.
“When we were little, my brother and I would go to this abandoned house down the street from us. Teenagers used to hang out there at night and party, but during the day, we were the only ones there. He’d make up silly games for us to play and we’d run through the rooms and just…just be away, you know. Away from Dad.”
“You miss your brother?” Cade asked the obvious question, but she knew he genuinely wanted to know the answer.
Laura nodded. “He was usually able to convince me that I was special, that someday, I’d be loved. He would tell me about my mom; how beautiful she was. How much she loved me even though she was gone.”
“How did she die?”
“In a convenience store robbery when I was just a baby.” The answer came out hollow to her ears. She didn’t know how she missed a woman she couldn’t really remember, but she did. Her mother had been shot over a piddly amount of money and a six pack of beer some junkie wanted, but couldn’t pay for.
They sat quietly for a long time, waiting for the kittens to come.
“What are you thinking?” Cade asked in a bit of a whisper, as though he wondered if he was breaking into her thoughts when she’d rather he didn’t.
“I’m afraid to do this all alone. She looks like she’s ready for the birth somehow,” Laura said, nodding at the mother cat. “I’m completely unprepared. I don’t have any idea how to be a mom, or what to do when I go into labor or what I need when the baby comes home, or anything. I’ve never been so completely unprepared for anything in my life. And the worst part is, nothing has ever been so important in my life before. I’m about to take the most important test I’ll ever take with no textbook or teacher or anything.”
“You don’t have to be alone. It’s more than okay to just stay here and let Mama help you. I know you think that makes you weak, relying on other people, but it doesn’t. Being brave enough to stick around, to make connections and ties, to gamble on people again after all you’ve been through—and considering all the people who’ve let you down—that takes guts.”
Laura didn’t say anything, but she hoped Cade was right, because she wanted to stay more than anything now. And, she wanted to believe that it would be all right for her to do that.
Cade watched Laura process his words and realized how much he believed what he’d said. Laura was strong. He’d been thinking she was too much like Lacey, that she’d need him to prop her up too much. But, she didn’t. In fact, it was just the opposite with Laura. He had to fight to convince her to let him help, to let him support her and care for her.
Cade felt Laura lean back into him further. Was she relaxing into the possibility of staying on the ranch? It felt as though she were letting herself believe, if only for just a minute, that she could stay. He hoped she was. As he held her close, he realized he had no desire to let her go any time soon. Holding her felt better than anything he’d felt in a long time…and, maybe ever. He held his breath, hoping she’d let him hold her for a while longer. Just a little while.
Laura gasped as the first kitten arrived, covered in a dark sack of wet, gooey mess. “Wow, it sure isn’t pretty, is it?” she asked and laughed.
Cade laughed with her. “Nope, not pretty at all, but I never get tired of it. We’ve had kittens born here, puppies, foals, even a donkey gave birth here once. And, back when we ran the ranch, we had cattle calving all the time. It never gets old. Even watching chicks hatch is amazing.”
They watched as the mother cat licked the kitten clean. Within minutes, she looked a little more like a kitten and less like a blob.
“How long before the next one?” Laura asked, turning her head slightly to look at Cade.
Cade couldn't keep his eyes off her mouth, so close to his. A few inches and he could touch his lips to hers, test to see if she’d really let him. See if her mouth was as soft as it looked. He wasn’t entirely sure he was breathing any longer. Or entirely sure if he cared. Who needed oxygen, anyway?
“Could be minutes, could be hours. We won’t know how many she’ll have either. Probably two or three, but she could have more. It’s always a mystery with strays.”
Laura turned back around.
Damn.
The kitten nursed hungrily, its eyes still closed, ears scrunched up like they were still closed off, as well. Cade watched Laura’s face and could see the wonder in her eyes. He knew how she felt.
They watched as two more kittens appeared, to be cleaned by the mama cat and begin nursing.
“It’s hard to tell with them still wet, but we have at least one orange kitten, one calico, and then either a black or gray kitten. It’s probably time for us to name the mama and we’ll have to find names for all of the kittens. At least temporary names until we adopt them out,” Cade said.
“When will they go to new homes?” Laura asked, turning her head again, putting those eyes, that mouth into tempting territory again.
Cade swallowed and fought the urge to press his lips to hers. “Six weeks or so.”
Laura turned around again and Cade wanted to curse. He liked it better when she was twisted to face him, even though he had to fight not to pull her closer and crush her mouth with his.
“Another baby,” Laura cried and Cade pulled his eyes from her to watch one more baby deliver. This one was larger than the others, but Cade saw no movement as the mother cat licked at the sack, tearing it open. He watched a minute longer, but saw no results from the mama cat’s efforts to stir her kitten.
“Shoot,” Cade pushed Laura up and hauled himself to his feet, grabbing a towel from one of the shelves above them.
“What’s wrong?” Laura asked as Cade lifted the limp kitten.
“Hopefully just a little liquid in its airway. If I can clear it, it should be fine. If it’s anything more than that, there’s not much I can do.”
Cade held the kitten between his large hands and turned it gently but firmly upside down. Then he rubbed its sides with the towel, watching for any sign of breathing. He’d done this before, sometimes with good results, and other times with no results at all. But, he’d never held his breath quite as tensely, hoping for the best result.
He didn’t want Laura to have to watch this kitten die. He’d dealt with it often enough, but the idea of her seeing that didn’t feel right. Especially not while she carried her own baby. He rubbed gently but firmly and watched for any sign of life.
“There. She’s breathing,” Cade said, grinning at Laura, who stood by his side closely watching every move he made.
“It’s a girl?” she asked.
This got a big laugh from Cade. “Actually, I have no idea. If you’re really good, you can make a pretty good guess with a newborn kitten, but it’s really just a guess. We’ll be able to tell in about four weeks.”
“So, we need completely gender-neutral names?” Laura asked as he placed the last kitten at its mother’s teat to nurse, and then sat back down to allow Laura to slide down next to him.
They leaned back against the wall of the tack room and watched the kittens nurse.
“I guess we do. Spot?”
Laura laughed. “For which one? None of them are really spotted. Besides, that sounds like a boy’s name.”
Cade pointed to the orange kitten. “O.”
Laura pointed to the black kitten. “B?” Cade laughed and nodded before pointing to the kitten that now looked grayer as its fur dried. “G,” he said.
Laura finished, pointing to the calico kitten. “Cal. We can call it Cal if it turns out to be a boy and Callie if she turns out to be a girl.”
Cade smiled and nodded to the mother. “What about the mother cat? Can’t keep calling her Mama Cat all her life.”
“Hope,” Laura said, looking at the cat that licked her kittens as they nursed. “Her name is Hope.”
Cade watched Laura as she turned toward him and couldn’t resist any longer. She looked...peaceful. Like she’d finally given in to the idea that it was safe to want more in her life.
He lowered his head to hers, pausing just the slightest bit to let her stop him if she wanted to. He didn’t know how he’d stop this now, but if she wanted him to, he’d find a way. He held his mouth a scant half inch from hers, letting the tension stretch between them, before finally closing the distance completely and touching his mouth to hers.
Cade brushed her lips with his, the barest touch. Just a whisper of a kiss, but that whisper sent arousal screaming through his body. His hand threaded through Laura’s hair and pulled her closer as he deepened the kiss. For one second, his heart froze while he waited to see if she would pull away or kiss him back.



CHAPTER 24
L aura thought for a split second she might be dreaming. That maybe, because she’d imagined Cade kissing her, pulling her into him like this so many times…her mind had finally snapped and tricked her into believing it was happening.
But the feel of his mouth, so soft, but strong at the same time couldn’t be denied. He was strong in a way Patrick had never been. It was a strength that would hold her and protect her, but she knew this man would never harm her.
Laura melted into Cade’s arms, and when he pulled back and let his mouth glide slowly back and forth on hers, shivers raced through her. Her lips tingled from the slight touch and her whole body felt as if it might burst. If this was a dream, it wasn’t one she ever wanted to wake up from. Laura felt her whole body respond to Cade, coming to life under the heated pressure of his now demanding kiss. A kiss that stole the breath from her body and made her believe in possibilities.
Meeeeaaaaaaaoooowww! came a somewhat twisted yowl from the mother cat, breaking the moment and bringing breathless laughter from both Cade and Laura.
“What was that?” Laura asked, turning to Hope. “Are you kicking us out, Hope?”
Meeeaaawww, came a shorter, more satisfied meow, as if Laura had guessed correctly.
Cade pulled Laura up beside him. “I should get you home. It’s late,” he said, taking her hand in his as they walked out of the tack room. Red followed on their heels and hopped into the truck and Cade drove them to the main house.
All Laura could think about on the drive was that she didn’t want the night to end. She didn’t want to lose this feeling ever again. She wanted to fly high on the utter happiness she was floating on right now. She didn’t want to wake up to uncertainty and doubt the next morning.
When Cade kissed her goodnight on the porch, she let herself sink into the thrill that rushed through her at his touch, at the feel of his hands on her arms.
But, it wasn’t enough.
It was over all too soon and she was alone, walking up the stairs to her room.
    
“This isn’t getting us anywhere,” Paul said, kicking at a bottle in the parking lot by the tire of their rented sedan.
“We’ve only checked two of the towns. There’s still Evadale and Evers. Besides, Alec Hall is paying for this wild-goose chase, so what do you care?” Mark asked.
Paul glanced away, and Mark knew right off the bat his partner was hiding something. Paul had never really mastered the art of a poker face.
“What the hell, Paul? What didn’t you tell me?” Mark asked.
“When I talked to Hall, he said he wanted us to chase down every lead, but he also said he expected results from this or we’re done.”
“Damn, Paul. So you all but guaranteed we’d get results down here? Even if we find the doctor, we have no way of knowing if Laura’s with him. He could really be on vacation for all we know. What the hell were you thinking?”
“I was thinking I didn’t really have a choice. What was I supposed to tell him? I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but people who tell Alec Hall ‘no’ don’t always walk away in one piece. At least this way, if we have to deliver bad news, we’re a few states away. We can run before he gets someone down here to deal with us,” Paul said, kicking the bottle again. This time it hit the concrete wall of the gas station and sent green glass flying.
Mark paced for a few minutes, trying to figure out which town to head to next, and how much time Alec would give them before he sent someone looking for them—or looking to replace them. And the kind of replacement Hall would have in mind wouldn’t simply be a pink slip. The man usually dealt in the kind of replacement that meant an unmarked grave off the side of a highway in some desolate part of the country. Why the hell had they gotten involved with a man like Hall?
“Call your contact at the police department back home. See if they’ve heard anything on Laura’s whereabouts. Maybe we’ll catch a break,” Mark said and then waited while Paul made the call.
Paul gestured for the map after talking for a few minutes. “Where was that?” he asked into the phone while Mark laid the map out on the hood of the car for him. Paul scanned the map and grinned pointing at Evers. “Thanks. I owe you one, man.”
He hung up and turned to Mark. “A sheriff reported speaking to Laura Kensington. Said he had no grounds to bring her in. She was unharmed, didn’t seem to be a danger to herself or anyone else and didn’t want to go home. He said she was on her way out of town. Thing is, his jurisdiction just happens to have Evers, Texas smack in the middle of it.”
“Let’s get over there and get this done. I’m ready to be finished with Alec Hall,” Mark said, jogging around to the driver’s side door.



CHAPTER 25
“Do you think I can learn to ride a horse?”
Laura and Cade were leaning on the rails of one of the pastures, watching some of the newly retired horses graze in the morning sun.
Cade wrapped an arm around Laura’s waist. “I think you can learn to do anything you want. Although, we may need to wait until after you have the baby for the horses. I guess we can ask Doc what he thinks.”
Laura smiled and patted her still fairly flat belly. There was the slightest rounding under her hand. “I know. I can wait. I just mean someday.”
“I like hearing you talk about someday here at the ranch. It’s much better than that talk about running and leaving all the time,” Cade said and he pressed his mouth to Laura’s neck, bringing a sigh from her as she leaned into him.
When he pulled back, though, he found Laura frowning.
“What’s that look for?”
Laura twisted her mouth up in the pouty little way she sometimes did when she didn’t want to tell him something. Cade put his hands on her waist and lifted her onto a flat section of the top rail of the paddock.
“What’s up? Why the look?”
“Can I ask you something?” Laura asked.
“Anything.”
“Why would you want to get involved with me? I mean, I’m having another man’s baby. Doesn’t that seem like a bad time for you to want to start something?”
Cade frowned at her. “I guess I don’t think of it the same way you do. The baby is just part of you. You’re a package deal. It’s no different than me getting involved with you if you were a single mom,” he said. “It seems to me, we need to be careful about the baby’s feelings until we’re sure where this is going, but we have several months for us to figure that out before the baby is in the picture. But, as for me wanting the baby if you and I decide we want a life together? That’s not even an issue. It’s your baby, Laura. Of course, I would want to raise it with you, to love it as my own.”
Laura didn’t answer, but it was clear the gears of her brain hadn’t stopped grinding. She was chewing on something.
“You gonna tell me what else you’re thinking about?” Cade asked, his hands rubbing up and down her thighs.
“What if the baby is like him? What if it’s a boy and…” She swallowed and couldn’t seem to finish her thought, but Cade knew where she was headed. He shook his head before looking her dead in the eye.
“This baby has you in him as much as he has his father’s genes. And, he or she will be raised by you, loved and taught by you. That’s what will matter.”
Laura didn’t respond but her features softened, like she might believe a bit of what he was saying.
Cade gave up trying to get her to talk. She’d talk more when she was ready. He pulled her down off the rail and into his arms, lowering his head to capture her lips. So soft, always so ready for him, melding to his mouth…as if her lips were the perfect match to his. Yup. He could definitely wait for her to be ready to talk.
Cade pulled Laura down in the grass, settling her so she straddled his lap. He wrapped his arms around her, loving the smile that stretched across her face as much as he loved the way her body fit to his, molded to him.
“Let’s just focus on being together now. Let’s forget about the past, stop worrying about the future, and just be here together. Now.”
Laura smiled and leaned down, gently kissing his mouth, tracing the seam of his lips with her tongue. He’d first pulled her onto his lap like this the other day, thinking she might need to be in control when they kissed, after what she’d been through with Patrick. He doubted Patrick had ever allowed Laura to take such a position with him. As it turned out, Laura did like the position. And, so did Cade. She was sexy as hell straddling him and taking what she wanted from him.
Her sighs went straight to his groin as he moved his mouth to her neck and kissed her throat, nipping gently at the soft skin. He traced her jaw line with his teeth and let his thumbs brush the soft nipples of her breasts. She rocked against him in response and his cock swelled. Everything in him was screaming to plunge into her body fast and hard, with all he had.
But, he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t take what he wanted. They were taking things slowly, making sure she was ready for this after all she’d been through, but it took every damn bit of control he had. He gritted his teeth as her hands wandered his body, setting him on fire with every touch.
The woman turned him on in ways he had never imagined any woman could. His erection pressed against his jeans, and he wanted nothing more than to delve into her core over and over until they both found the release they needed, but he’d be damned if he’d rush her. He never wanted to make a misstep and see fear in her face or feel her tense in his arms. So, he shoved aside his urge to possess her and let her set the pace, let her take the lead.
And, damned if she wasn’t erotic as hell while she did it.



CHAPTER 26
C ade came up beside Laura as she put Red’s food dish down for breakfast and slipped his hand into hers. Laura loved the feel of his fingers threaded through hers. It was a feeling worth keeping, worth fighting for, and she smiled up at him.
“Let’s go on a date tonight. We can go somewhere nice for dinner. Maybe drive over to the city?” he suggested.
Laura shook her head, making his face fall.
“No? You don’t want to go on a date?”
“I don’t want to go to a fancy restaurant. I want to get pizza and go to the movies,” Laura said with a smile.
“Ah. Let me guess? Going to a movie was considered beneath you? Patrick never took you to the movies?”
“Nope. No pizza, no movies. Only five star for us. I used to go to the movies sometimes during the day, but we never went as a couple. I miss just being normal, you know. I want normal,” Laura smiled up at him, rising up on her tip-toes.
Cade dropped a kiss on Laura’s lips, then pulled back to look at her again. “Then normal’s what you’ll get. I’ll see what’s playing. What are you doing the rest of the day?”
“Your mom and I are making pies for the Strawberry Festival. She said it’s a pretty big deal around here.”
That brought a burst of laughter from Cade. “Yeah, you could say that. They shut down the whole town and block off all the roads. There are a bunch of artists that have galleries in town so they set up shows, and there are booths that sell pies, candles, crafts—you name it. Mom and her friends sell pies at a booth and then put the money toward buying Christmas presents for families in need.”
Laura knitted her brows. “So, exactly how many pies will I be baking this afternoon?”
Cade’s smile was downright mischievous. “Oh, I’m sure it won’t be too many. You’ll be fine.”
    
Laura watched as a seemingly endless number of women flooded May’s kitchen. Tables were set up in the living room where some of the women assembled boxes for the pies, and others dusted the tables with flour and set out rolling pins to roll out dough for the crusts. Another group of women were hulling and slicing strawberries at the kitchen table.
All of the women said hello to Laura when they came in, as if she were simply one of the group, as if they’d known her for years.
“Don’t worry, no one’s going to bite you. We’re all quite nice, really,” said a tiny woman whose white hair had a slightly pink tinge to it, and stood a good four inches above her head in a teased style that had Laura clamping her lips together to keep from giggling.
“Um,” Laura said as the woman pushed a bowl of strawberries and a knife in front of her and pulled her down to sit next to her at the table.
“I’m Haddie. Hadeline Gertrude Gillman to be exact, but everyone calls me Haddie,” she said with a smile at Laura as she nodded toward the bowl and the knife.
Laura picked up the knife and began hulling the berries and putting them in the larger bowls in the center of the table. “I’m Laura,” she said.
“We know that,” said another woman sitting across from her. She had beautiful black hair and striking blue eyes in a young face. “There’s not a person in the county that doesn’t know who you are. I’m Ashley Walker. Ignore anything inappropriate that Haddie says. She’s a little eccentric and frankly, she doesn’t have all her marbles anymore. Though inhibition and social graces seem to have abandoned her, we all love her anyway.”
Much to Laura’s surprise, Haddie smiled, wide and gleefully. “Thank you, dear. I love you all, too,” she said, not seeming the least bit offended by Ashley’s assessment.
“Very tactful, Ashley,” said a woman on the other side of Haddie. She leaned forward and looked down the table at Laura. “Ashley has no excuse for her lack of tact. She’s got all her faculties and she still says whatever she wants.”
“That’s my sister, Cora. She’s the good little girl in the family. I’m not,” said Ashley and Laura laughed as she watched Ashley stick her tongue out at her sister, despite the fact that she appeared to be in her late twenties.
“You’re sisters?” Laura asked, looking from one to the other. Cora had dark skin and dark brown eyes. Her features were nothing like Ashley’s pale skin and blue eyes. Even though they both had dark hair, they looked nothing alike.
Cora answered first, jumping in to speak over Ashley who looked like she was winding up to answer. “We’re adopted. We have three other siblings we look nothing like, either. That’d be our brothers, Sam and Nathan, and another sister, Emma. You’ll meet them at the Strawberry Festival.”
Haddie chose that moment to chime back in and prove Ashley had been right about her lack of social graces and inhibition. “Did that witch, Martha Kensington, know what her son was doing to you? Did she know he was beating you?”
The loud hum of conversation in both the kitchen and living room came to a screeching halt, and Laura looked around frantically for May who was headed toward her from the living room. Before May got there, and before Laura could formulate any sort of response, Haddie continued.
“I figured it out one night when you showed up on the television set with that high-necked dress on. Limelight Magazine had just done a big article on you and your classic sense of style. They even had a picture in the spread of the dress you planned to wear at a gala fundraiser that weekend. The night of the gala, I watched you walking down the red carpet on that news show that always covers all the stars, and you weren’t wearing that beautiful dress.” She looked around the table at everyone, as though she expected them to tell her the name of the show she was referring to, but everyone simply stared back, silent as mannequins.
“Anyway, there you were in this high-necked wool monstrosity, and I knew—he was hitting you.” She finished with such an air of authority, Laura couldn’t utter a sound. Her throat simply seemed to close up.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Haddie. It was a dress. And, never mind that anyway. No one wants to talk about Laura’s past. We want to know about her present, about you and Cade,” Ashley said, turning to Laura. “I heard he was holding your hand in town the other day. Are you two going at it like bunnies out in the barn?”
“Ashley! I swear you and Haddie are both ridiculous! Leave Laura alone,” Cora said.
“Can she have sex? She’s pregnant,” came one of the disembodied voices from the living room. Laura’s face burned red as another voice answered, confirming that, yes, it was safe for a pregnant woman to have sex. She began to wonder if she could slide down under the table, crawl through the legs of the other women, and somehow make a break for the door without anyone noticing. She didn’t know which topic was worse. Her past abuse, her current relationship with Cade, or the status of her sexual activity and whether it was doctor-approved or not.
“I wouldn’t mind knowing what’s going on with her and Cade. That boy’s been alone since Lacey left. We were beginning to think she’d screwed with his head so much, he’d never find love again,” said one of the women who now filled the doorway between the kitchen and the living room as women pressed into the kitchen to hear the conversation.
Laura’s head was spinning, and just when she was about to put her table-crawling plan into action to save what was left of her dignity, she processed what the last woman had said.
“Who is Lacey?” she asked, turning to May who had made it over to her and now stood by her side. If it were possible for the room to grow even quieter, it just had.
“For heaven’s sake, you all ought to be ashamed of yourselves. Can’t you let Laura just enjoy a day of baking? Maybe she would have liked meeting all of you. Now we’ll be lucky if we can convince her not to cross the street when she sees one of you coming,” May said as she placed a hand on Laura’s shoulder. “Heathens, all of you, that’s what you are. Gossiping heathens.”
“Who is Lacey?” Laura asked again, looking around the table this time.
Nobody said anything. They all looked at each other until Ashley shrugged her shoulders. “I’ll tell her if you all won’t. She was Cade’s girlfriend for three years. Everyone thought they would get married. Well, it turned out he’d been trying to break up with her for about the last six months they were together. Every time he tried, she told him she’d kill herself without him. He eventually told her he couldn't stay with her because he didn’t love her, and she needed to get help if she was thinking about hurting herself. Cade told her father that he should get her some help, but her dad thought Lacey was just being melodramatic.”
“Cade came home and found her in his place two days later. She had broken in and taken a bunch of pills then lay down in his bed,” someone from the other room said.
Laura looked up at May, eyes wide. May’s expression was pained, but sympathetic as she squeezed Laura’s shoulder.
“She lived. He got there in time and called an ambulance. She was checked into the hospital and then spent a few months in a treatment facility. She lives with her mom now in Austin, and only visits her father here from time to time,” May said.
“Cade blamed himself,” Cora said. “It was awful. Even though everyone told Cade he’d done the right thing, that he couldn't have let her keep holding him hostage that way, he wasn’t the same for a long time after that. I don’t think he’s dated anyone since then, has he, May?”
Laura couldn’t even begin to process what that meant. And if this story was true, why would he date Laura after all this time and with her history? Why date someone with so many issues, so much baggage? Shouldn’t he want a nice, normal woman with a nice, normal life—and past?
“All right, that’s enough, ladies. Back to work. We’ve got one hundred pies to make,” May said, clapping her hands together. She squeezed Laura’s shoulder then began issuing orders fast enough that no one had time to question Laura, much less continue the conversation about Lacey.
It was only after the pie making had resumed its conveyor-belt-like pace that Haddie leaned over and answered the questions swimming through Laura’s head. “He saves people and animals, honey. Haven’t you noticed? He likes saving anyone he thinks needs it. Always has.”
Laura pasted a smile on her face, but her mind was racing. She’d been such an idiot. How could she not have seen that? Of course, that’s why Cade was drawn to her. Haddie was right. He tries to save. It’s what he does. She’d watched him with the animals he loved. They were broken in some way; all of them. And, he saved them. Took them in and saved them.
And, it made perfect sense that he’d want to save poor, helpless Laura, too.
    
Cade had a hard time focusing on his work all afternoon. He didn’t want to wait even a few hours for his date with Laura. He’d seen the pie women leave about thirty minutes earlier as he’d been heading up the stairs to his apartment above the barn. He showered and then dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt before walking up to the main house to pick up Laura.
“Hey, Cade. Laura’s waiting for you inside,” Josh said as he pushed May in her wheelchair down one of the paths leading from the house.
“Thanks, guys. Going for a walk?” he asked as he took the steps two at a time.
“You bet. Heading out to catch the sunset. It’s going to be a beauty today,” Josh said, one hand on May’s shoulder.
“See you guys later.” Cade walked through the front door. If he’d been paying more attention, he would have noticed his mother was unusually quiet. That she’d been looking at him with troubled eyes. That might have tipped him off about what was to come.
As soon as he saw Laura sitting at the kitchen table, he knew something was wrong. She appeared to be waiting for him, but she didn’t look at all like she planned to go out with him.
Laura raised her eyes when Cade entered the kitchen and immediately wished she’d taken the coward's way out and left him a note. He looked so concerned for her, so worried that something might be wrong. Of course, he did. But, what would happen when she learned to stand on her own two feet? Would he want her then? And would she ever be able to stand on her own if she had him taking care of her all the time?
“Hey. Laura, are you okay? Do you feel all right?” Cade asked, coming over to kneel down in front of her chair.
“Yes, I’m fine, Cade. It’s just…I don’t think I can do this.”
“Go out? That’s fine. We can stay in if you want. We can watch a movie here,” Cade offered and tried to take her hand. Laura pulled back, hating to see the confusion on his face.
Laura shook her head. “No, I don’t think I can do this,” she said, gesturing from Cade to herself. “Us. I just can’t do this, Cade.”
Cade studied her with those eyes that could see right through her. “What happened between this morning and this afternoon? Everything was fine this morning. What changed your mind?”
“It just isn’t what I want right now, Cade. I want to focus on myself and my baby right now, not try to lean on someone else. I know you want to save me, but I don’t need saving. I don’t want to be saved.”
“What are you talking about? I don’t want to save you. I want to date you.” Cade stopped and narrowed his eyes at her as if he understood suddenly. Laura stilled as the air around them became heavy and tense. She wished she were anywhere but here. Anyplace where she wouldn’t have to see the hurt in his face.
“They told you about Lacey, didn’t they? They told you all about Lacey and their theory that I was trying to save her.”
Cade crossed the room. “Damn it, Laura. I’m not trying to save you. What happened with Lacey happened because she was sick. And yeah, I stayed with her longer than I should have because I was afraid she’d hurt herself, but that doesn’t mean I’m running around looking for other women to save. I don’t care what the women of this town told you, you’re nothing like Lacey. You’re a hell of a lot stronger than she ever was.”
Laura stood, her arms wrapped around her middle. And at that moment she realized something she hadn’t been ready to admit. If she did go through with this with Cade and he lost interest when she no longer needed him, she wouldn’t be able to handle that loss. She might have been strong enough to handle what her father had done to her, what Patrick had put her through, the loss of her brother. But, she wasn’t strong enough to love Cade and lose him. She needed out. Now.
“You’re overreacting, Laura. I’m not trying to save you.”
“You ordered a commercial greenhouse for me for heaven's sake! You want to talk about overreacting?” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Cade. But, I just can’t date you,” she said and turned and walked upstairs.



CHAPTER 27
L aura sat at the kitchen table the following morning, hoping she’d done the right thing. She and Cade had done the morning chores at the stable together, but they hadn’t talked any more than they’d needed to during the routine. He would usually come up to breakfast with her at the main house, but he’d gone back to his apartment over the barn for breakfast instead.
“I think I’ll go sit on the front porch with this for a while,” Josh said lifting his coffee mug and leaving behind Laura, May, and the uncomfortable silence that had settled among them.
Laura stood and began carrying dishes to the sink, then ran the water to warm it.
“Are you going to tell me what happened?” May asked, and Laura wanted to laugh. Or cry. She wasn’t sure which one. The last thing she wanted to do was talk to May about her relationship with Cade.
She shrugged. “Nothing. We just decided it wasn’t a good time to start dating.”
“Hmmm. You’re probably right about that. You have a lot going on, a lot to figure out,” May said.
Laura rinsed the last dish and shut off the water, ignoring the pang she felt in her chest when May agreed it wasn’t a good idea to date Cade. She took a deep breath and dried her hands. This was what she’d wanted. She had wanted to end the relationship, to nip it in the bud before Cade realized he only cared about her because she needed him. Before she was attached and it was too late to protect herself.
Laura didn’t say anything as May sipped her tea and watched her. A few minutes later, May put her teacup in the sink and went to leave the room, but turned back just as abruptly as she’d left.
“You know, though, Laura. I could be wrong. It might just be the perfect time to let someone in. It might be the perfect time to let someone support you and be with you. It takes a lot of strength and courage to lean on someone else, to let them help hold you up when you think you might fall down. To take a risk on something like that. Sometimes leaning on someone else is the strongest thing you can do.”



CHAPTER 28
“Y our talents are wasted here, gorgeous,” Paul said, gracing the waitress with a smile that usually got him everything he wanted. She took the bait, of course, smiling back at him with what she must have thought was a sexy, come-hither smile. Two Sisters’ Diner was smack in the middle of Evers, Texas and Mark and Paul had learned that people liked to chat with newcomers in small-town diners.
The waitress’s efforts to capture his interest were interrupted by a very bright head of red hair and a disembodied voice that must have gone with the head. That head seemed to bob as the voice spoke.
“It’s not her talent. All she does is deliver the food and pour the coffee. I’m the one does all the cooking here.”
The waitress rolled her eyes. “She likes to think people come for the food, but it’s the coffee. And, I’m the one that makes the coffee. My own special blend I mix from five different roasts.” She smiled her leering grin again. “I’m Gina. That’s just my sister, Tina.”
Paul held in a laugh and raised his coffee mug. “It is really great coffee,” he whispered, with a wink, milking her flirtatious nature for all it was worth. He was ready to get this job over with and he had a feeling this lady could help him. Working at the diner in town, she’d likely know everything that happened in this town and everyone who came through it.
“Everyone knows it’s the coffee that keeps people coming back to a restaurant,” Mark agreed.
“So,” Gina asked, “what brings two gorgeous men like you to our town? You visiting family? Couldn’t keep away from the hottest hot spot this side of Dallas? What is it?” she asked with a grin and a flirty flick of her very wide hip.
Mark and Paul both laughed, but it was Mark who answered. “Nah. We’re on our way to Austin to see some friends, but we heard an old friend of ours was visiting out here. We thought we’d try to stop by and see him on the way.”
“Huh. That would make three visitors all at once if your friend’s here. That’s more than we’re likely to get the rest of the year,” said Gina.
“Well, we struck out. We thought we’d be able to get in touch with him, but it turns out he’s not answering the phone and we’ve got to keep moving,” Paul said.
And, she fell for it.
“Who’s your friend? Maybe I know him?”
“Josh Samuels.” Paul saw the flicker in her eye as soon as he said the name. Honestly, she wasn’t very good at hiding it. “He’s a doctor. We worked together at a hospital up in Connecticut, but we moved on to another facility. We were hoping to catch up with him. He’s a good guy.” Paul finished the spiel but he could see she was gearing up for denial.
Gina pursed her lips and shook her head. “Never heard of him. And, I usually know most people that come to town. Everyone passes under this coffee pot at one time or another. If anyone’d know him, it’d be me.”
She was working too hard at the denial. Paul thought about asking about Laura, but a slight shake of Mark’s head warned him not to. Mark was right. If they let the waitress think they were leaving right away, she might not raise any alarms. If they pressed by asking about Laura, she might just run right on out and tell Josh and Laura they were searching for them. The last thing they wanted to do was push Laura further underground at this point.
“Well, it was worth a shot,” Mark said and pulled two tens out of his wallet and tossed them on the table. “We’ve got to get moving anyway. We’re due in Austin this evening.”
“Well now, you boys have a good visit in Austin,” she said, all smiles again as they headed for the door.
Mark and Paul walked out of the diner and crossed the road to where they’d parked their car.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone downshift so fast in my life,” Mark said.
“Yup. She knows exactly who the doctor is and probably knows who Laura is, too. We can lay low for a few days, see if we can find out anything. Maybe check into a hotel and see if we can get anything out of the staff?”
Mark didn’t seem to be paying any attention to Paul. He was staring at a large truck idling in front of Jansen’s Feed and Grain. There were sheets of glass strapped onto special racks, and the side of the truck read Barrett’s Commercial Greenhouses in big lettering.
“Thinking of buying yourself a greenhouse?” Paul asked, the sarcastic edge in his tone plain.
Mark cocked his head as they watched a man from Jansen’s talk to the driver of the truck, gesturing down the road as if giving directions.
“Didn’t Alec say Laura had a huge greenhouse in her backyard? That she spent a lot of her time in it?” Mark asked.
Paul shrugged. “Yeah, but could it really be this easy?”
“Got nothing better to do than follow a greenhouse. We don’t have any other leads, and we have to get something before Alec Hall decides we’re not worth paying anymore.”
Paul dropped the keys to the rental car into Mark’s hand. “Lead the way.”



CHAPTER 29
L aura stayed back far enough behind the curtain of the living room window that she wouldn’t be in plain sight as the car pulled up the drive. The truck carrying the greenhouse Cade had ordered arrived moments before, and there were two men setting it up at Cade’s direction in one of the fields. After telling Cade she didn’t want a relationship with him, watching him take delivery of the greenhouse and oversee its setup made Laura feel like a complete jerk.
But, she reminded herself, she hadn’t told him to order the greenhouse. In fact, he hadn’t even asked her. He’d just gone ahead doing what he thought was best for her at the time. And hadn’t she had enough of that from the men in her life?
Laura watched the car until she recognized the jet-black hair of the woman she’d met the day before. Ashley something-or-other. The one with all the adopted siblings and no apparent desire to screen anything that came out of her mouth. Laura surprised herself with a genuine smile. She was happy to see the woman who didn’t seem to feel the need to walk on tip-toes around Laura.
She walked through the kitchen and stepped out onto the front porch just as Ashley opened her car door.
“Christmas come a little early this year?” Ashley asked, tilting her head to the monstrosity being assembled in the field.
Laura rolled her eyes. “You could say that, I guess.”
Ashley reached back into her car and pulled out two to-go cups of coffee and passed one to Laura when she walked down the steps of the house to greet Ashley.
“Yours is decaf.”
“Thanks,” Laura said and took the coffee from Ashley, giving her a quizzical look.
Ashley rolled her eyes. “I know. You’re wondering what I’m doing here. My sister said I needed to come out and make sure we didn’t do too much damage yesterday. She’s picturing you shaken and shell-shocked from the encounter with the women of Evers,” she said, exaggerating the emphasis on the women of Evers as if naming a mythical creature or feared monster.
“But she didn’t feel the need to come check on me herself? Maybe she thought you’d handle things with more tact and grace than she could?” Laura asked, getting a laugh from Ashley. It felt really good to chat with another woman as if she were a friend. Laura hadn’t had this kind of friendship in so long, she’d forgotten how powerful it could be.
“Yes, that’s exactly it. That and the fact that she had to work all day.”
“I was just headed to the barn to check on the kittens. Do you want to come? They’re adorable,” Laura said with a grin that said she knew kittens might not be up Ashley’s alley.
“Oh yeah. How can I pass up kittens?” Ashley’s tone said “no,” but she started walking with Laura toward the barn.
“So, any fallout from your day making pies with the women?” Ashley asked as they walked.
Laura clamped down on her lips and didn’t answer. How do you answer that when the fallout had been, well...pretty big.
“Oh, no. That good, huh? What happened?” Ashley asked.
Laura lifted a shoulder. “I just realized I wasn’t really ready to jump into anything right now. Any relationship, I mean—”
Ashley stopped walking and looked at her but didn’t say anything. Laura tried to ignore the look and continue walking, but it was clear her new friend wasn’t going to move on. What was it with the people in this town? It was as if they just expected you to share everything with them right off the bat. And, for some insane reason, Laura seemed powerless to resist them.
“I just realized he was trying to save me, you know? It’s what he does. He saves and rescues, but I don’t want to be rescued. I want to be with him because he wants to be with me, not because he thinks I need him,” she said, and they began walking again.
They reached the barn where Laura pushed open one of the double doors. Red hung back in the shadows, watching Ashley warily.
“It’s all right, girl. She’s rude and obnoxious, but she won’t hurt you,” Laura said to Red, smiling at Ashley as she said that.
“That’s not true at all. I fry dogs and eat them with biscuits and gravy for breakfast,” Ashley said, addressing Red but smiling too. Red’s tail wagged a little.
“Gross!” Laura laughed at Ashley’s breakfast joke and walked to the tack room to look over the half door at Hope and her kittens.
“Oh look. Snacks!” Ashley said, looking over the door.
“You’re terrible.”
“I know.” Ashley looked completely unrepentant. “So, are you sticking around for a while, or are you going to run again?”
Laura turned to look at her new friend, and she felt certain Ashley also knew about running.
“Yeah, yeah,” Ashley said, reading her thoughts. “I’ve been a runner, too. When I got to Evers, my mom—who was my sixth foster mom at the time—told me she thought it might be a good idea to just sit tight for a bit and see what happened. She said it so simply, like that was all there was to it. If I just sat tight, things would be fine. I thought she was bat-guts crazy at the time, but she was right. She and my dad were the first people to love me just for me, to take care of me because they wanted to, not because they had to. It turned out, Evers is a pretty good place to be.”
Laura unlatched the door to the tack room and refilled Hope’s food bowl. The kittens’ eyes weren’t open yet, and their ears were still tucked tightly against their heads, but they knew she was there. They mewed and turned tiny heads toward her. Laura rubbed their soft heads with one finger at a time, taking turns from kitten to kitten as their protective mom, newly named “Hope,” looked on with great suspicion in her gaze.
“Shane is helping me get ready for a court battle with the Kensingtons, so there’s no reason to keep running.” Laura stood and left the room, latching the door behind her. Red fell into step behind the women as they left the barn and walked back toward the house. “And Cade is, well, he’s building great big greenhouses for me.”
“Do you want to know what I think? Wait, of course you do. I’m brilliant and I know what I’m talking about. Of course you want to hear what I have to say.”
Laura smiled at Ashley. “Of course I do. You’re brilliant and you know what you’re talking about.”
“If you’re staying, just wait awhile on Cade. He may really want to be with you, not just save you. And, if that’s the case, he’ll still want that in a month or two when you’re a little more sure about what you’re doing, and you’re feeling less like a woman everyone wants to save and more like a woman who’s in charge of her own destiny, for once.”
“Destiny, huh?” Laura asked. They stopped and watched the progress of the greenhouse as the panels of glass were placed along one wall.
“I might not be sensitive and lovey dovey and all that good stuff, but I’m spiritual. People find Evers just when they need it. And Cade’s not going anywhere. Besides,” Ashley said, looking out where Cade stood, “I have a feeling that man’s worth waiting for. Tell me, did his kisses make you want to drag him off to the nearest bed, or did you just faint right smack where you stood?”
Laura gaped, but that didn’t seem to faze Ashley one bit.
“Oh please, don’t tell me you weren’t tempted to tear the shirt off his back a time or two. That boy can melt panties with a single glance,” Ashley said.
Cade turned and looked at Ashley and Laura as if he’d heard every word, even though he was twenty yards away. Laura felt the heat rush to her cheeks and Ashley only laughed harder at that.
When the laughter stopped though, Laura had one more question for her unlikely friend. “How do you know that this time wouldn’t be like before? Did you know your parents were different when you stopped running?”
Ashley held her gaze with those impossibly blue eyes. “Did I know they wouldn’t hit me this time? That no one would show up in my bedroom? No. I didn’t. But sometimes you just have to take that chance. Sometimes, you just can’t let the past rule you. Sometimes, you just have to let it go.”
    
Mark cut back through the field and out to the road where Paul was waiting for him. They’d followed the greenhouse delivery truck to a ranch twenty minutes outside of town, and then driven past it a ways before Mark got out and cut across fields and through sparse trees to see if he could spot Laura or the doctor.
Mark placed the high-powered binoculars he was carrying on the floor of the car as he climbed in the passenger seat.
“We got her.” He described the two women he’d seen walking from the house to the barn. “She cut her hair and it’s darker now, but it’s definitely her.”
Paul headed down the road a bit while Mark called Alec and reported in. The hunt for Laura Kensington was over.



CHAPTER 30
A lec watched Justin out of the corner of his eye. They were on a private jet Justin had chartered as soon as the private detectives had called to report they’d found Laura. It had been crap luck that Justin was with Alec when the PIs called and he’d picked up on the fact that they’d tracked down Laura. Well, no, not crap luck. Justin had been haunting Alec almost day and night on his new quest to find Laura and liberate her, to tell her she was free to raise the baby without any interference from his mother.
Alec had tried to convince Justin that Alec should go get her alone, but Justin couldn’t be dissuaded.
Justin sipped bourbon on the rocks as the jet carried them to some small Texas town with a landing strip in the Hill Country. Mark and Paul were staked out watching the ranch to be sure Laura didn’t slip away before Justin and Alec arrived. Alec knew he’d need to find a way to convince Justin to let him talk to Laura alone first. Then, he needed to find a way to keep her quiet for good without anyone being the wiser about his true motives. He didn’t have a clue how he’d do either of those things, but he’d come up with a way. He hadn’t gotten where he was in life without being damned resourceful.
The attendant stepped into the cabin. “Gentlemen, we’ll be landing shortly. Can I get you anything else before we arrive?” she asked, her smile polite and solicitous.
“No, thank you,” Alec said. When she left the cabin, he turned to Justin. “It’s an hours’ drive from the private airport to Evers. I’ve got a car waiting for us.”
Justin only nodded as he drained the rest of his drink and then sat back and closed his eyes. He was just as quiet on the drive to Evers, but as soon as they met up with the private investigators, it was clear Justin intended to take over the show. He grilled the investigators about what they’d seen, who Laura was with, where she was. The group stood down the road from the ranch that sheltered Laura, and Justin was ready to drive right up her driveway and try to talk to her. Alec had only minutes to try to see Laura alone so he could get what he needed and take care of her.
“Listen, Justin, I think it might be better for you to let me go in first. If she sees you, she might just think you’re here to take your mother’s side in this, or worse yet, that you might hit her like Patrick did.” Alec knew he’d hit a weak spot with that suggestion. Justin visibly winced at the mention of Patrick hitting Laura, so Alec took advantage and pushed on. “We don’t want to frighten her into running again. If I go in alone, maybe I can let her know you’re here to help, that you know what happened with Patrick, and you want to make sure your mom can’t hurt her. She’s less likely to be frightened by me.”
Justin looked from Alec to the ranch and back again. “All right. I’ll hang back and let you go in first.”
“Good. Mark, Paul, you guys drive us up to the bottom of the driveway and then wait there. I’ll walk up and see her then wave to you guys when she’s ready to see you, Justin. If she does run, be prepared to trail her.” He leveled a look at Mark that he hoped he would interpret correctly since Alec couldn’t be as blunt as he’d like to be with Justin listening in. “Don’t lose her.”
    
Cade slowed Cayenne’s Pride to a walk. He rode the fence line along the western edge of their property helping José check for spots that might need repair. It was something he did from time to time to help their friend and just to get out on his horse more often. Cayenne’s rehab was going so well Cade was having a hard time holding him back, making sure he didn’t hurt himself in his eagerness to run again. But this week he’d started letting the horse run, and it felt great to be out on the powerful creature’s back as he worked.
The landscape on the ranch never ceased to calm him, and after Laura’s decision to end what had barely begun between them, he needed something to settle him. But this wasn’t settling him in the least today. In fact, the further away from the barn and house he rode, the tenser he became. Something wasn’t sitting right for him today and the urge to turn back toward Laura, to stay close to her, seemed ever-present.
Cade’s phone rang—the ringtone indicated Shane was calling him. He dropped the reins over the horn of his saddle and let Cayenne amble at a slower pace.
“Hey, Shane, what’s up?”
“Are you with Laura?” Shane asked without saying hello.
The hair on Cade’s neck stood up and he turned Cayenne back toward the barn. “No. I’m riding the fence line. She’s at the barn.”
“It’s probably nothing, but I just saw Tina and Gina. Two men were asking about Doc in the diner yesterday. They said they were old friends of his who wanted to visit, but the girls pretended not to know who he was. The guys said they were leaving town, on their way to Austin, so they could already be gone, but I just thought you should stick closer to her for a few days to be safe.”
Cade grunted a response and disconnected the call before urging Cayenne into a gallop. He prayed he wasn’t pushing the horse too hard, too fast, but he needed to get back to Laura. He shouldn’t have ignored the feelings of unease he’d had since yesterday. Even if Laura didn’t want to be with him, he had to be close enough to watch her and make sure no one came onto the property without him knowing about it. He should have done what he’d promised and taken care of her, watched over her. If he’d just screwed up and put Laura at risk he’d never forgive himself. He lowered himself over Cayenne’s neck and urged the horse toward home.



CHAPTER 31
L aura filled the water bowl for Hope and placed it on the floor next to the cat’s bed. She held her hand still for a minute below Hope’s chin, and waited to see if Hope might let her get in a little scratch. The cat lowered her nose and sniffed for a second and Laura used the edge of her hand to rub at the side of Hope’s face. The cat held still for the petting but appeared torn about the interaction.
Laura remembered Cade telling her he always backed off if he wasn’t sure an animal wanted to engage with him. She dropped her hand and whispered goodbye, then stood and slipped from the room.
Red stood outside the tack room door and whimpered.
“All right, just for a bit,” Laura said and opened the door to let Red into the room with the kittens. Red had started checking on the kittens several times a day, despite Hope’s yowling objections. It was pretty adorable how the fearful dog seemed to have taken on the job of protecting the kittens as though she somehow thought they were hers. Laura watched over the half door as Red lay quietly near the litter. She couldn’t help but wonder how Red would be with her baby when it arrived. She had a feeling she would be gentle and protective, and as dedicated to a human baby as she appeared to be to the kittens.
As Laura watched, Red suddenly rose to her feet, tension radiating through every muscle of her tough little body. She spun toward Laura, hair prickled along her spine, a low growl coming from deep within her throat.
“Red?” Laura asked, unsure why the dog had turned on her that way. Had she done something to frighten her? And, then she felt it. She wasn’t alone in the barn. Laura didn’t know if it was a slight noise she’d heard or just a thickening of the air around her somehow, but she knew clear as day someone was with her. Red hadn’t turned on Laura. She’d turned on whoever had intruded into the sanctuary of the stables.
“Hello, Laura.”
She spun when she heard the voice behind her, then panicked as she realized Alec Hall stood in the center aisle of the barn. How on earth had he found her? Why was he here? Was he coming after the baby or was he here because of whatever mess Patrick had gotten himself into before he died? It suddenly dawned on Laura, maybe it had been Alec who had put that look of fear on Patrick’s face. Maybe whatever was on the USB drive hidden in her kitchen had something to do with her husband’s former business partner.
“I’m not going back,” she said, her back pressed against the door to the tack room.
Alec gave a wry smile. “I have no intention of letting you go back. In fact, I plan to make sure you don’t ever go back. But first, I need to know what Patrick gave you before he died. Where are you hiding the evidence, Laura?”
That answered that question. Laura tried to think but she was frozen. She had to figure out a way to convince Alec she didn’t know what he meant. She needed to delay so she could get to safety. Laura silently cursed herself for not telling Cade about the USB drive. She should have told him. Together, they could have figured out how to handle it. Maybe they could have gone to Sheriff Davies and had him contact the local police to get the drive from her house in Connecticut. But should haves and could haves weren’t going to help her now.
“What evidence, Alec? What do you want from me?” Laura looked around her as she spoke and tried to figure out if there was anything she could use as a weapon. Anything she could hit him with or throw at him. She had no delusions that she could really hurt him. He was much stronger and larger than she was. But she might be able to throw him off balance long enough to run. If she could get up the stairs to Cade’s apartment over the stables, she could lock the door and call for help.
The Jeep. Get to the Jeep, Laura. She could almost hear Cade’s voice in her ear as she remembered the running plan he and Shane had set up for her. She had begun to think she would never have to use it, and she certainly never thought she would have to run because Alec Hall came looking for something he thought she had.
“Don’t even think about running, Laura,” Alec said, pulling a gun from behind his back. “I’ve got people waiting outside if you try to run. Now, let’s talk about that evidence.”
Laura knew if she told him the truth—that Patrick would never have confided in her—she would be useless to Alec alive. She needed to find a way to string him along until help arrived or she figured out a way to escape.
“Let me tell you how this is going to go. You’re going to give me what I want, every damn piece of evidence that idiot husband of yours ever collected. Do that, and I let you go. If you don’t, I’ll tell everyone I walked in here to try to talk you into seeing Justin to talk about the baby. You pulled a gun on me, we struggled, and the gun went off.” He shook his head. “I tried to save you. Did my best, with the baby and all, you know. But, I couldn’t save you.”
Before Laura could answer, she heard footsteps approaching. She didn’t process right away that it was Justin Kensington.
“What the hell are you doing, Alec? What is this?” Justin asked from behind Alec, his voice filled with accusation, making it clear he’d heard what Alec said to Laura.
The next few seconds moved in slow motion. As Laura watched in horror, Alec spun and shot Justin. She didn’t stop to think, didn’t worry about the fact that this was one of the people she’d been running from. Her only instinct was to see if she could help him. She ran to Justin where he fell and tried to stop the bleeding.
She thought she might be screaming, but she wasn’t even sure.
“Get up. Laura. I don’t have time to screw around now,” Alec said. “That shot’s going to bring people running.”
The horses were out in their pastures, but Laura could hear Red barking and growling from inside the tack room. She tried to remember if May and Josh were home to call for help. Surely they would have heard the gunshot….
But no, they had gone out earlier this morning. They wouldn’t be home for a few hours. Cade was out on the ranch, possibly miles away. He’d left on Cayenne and hadn’t said when he’d be back. Laura was alone.
She crouched next to Justin and felt for a pulse. It wasn’t strong, but it was still there. Justin was still alive. Laura thought quickly and turned to stand, putting her body between his prone form and Alec. If she could let him think Justin was dead, maybe he wouldn’t shoot him again and Justin would have a shot at surviving this.
“You killed him.”
“No, I didn’t, Laura. You did. You pulled a gun and shot him when he tried to talk you into coming home.”
Laura felt sick to her stomach. Her mind whirred as she tried to come up with a way out of this, to get help for Justin before he bled out— and help for herself. Before she could think of what to say, she saw something move out of the corner of her eye.
The blurred form was so fast, Laura didn’t know what it was at first. But then it hit her. Red. Red had jumped the tack room door and was on top of Alec, teeth clamped on his arm as the man screamed in pain. The gun fell from his hand and skidded to a stop at Laura’s feet.
She froze for a split second, watching the way Red pinned Alec. But then she heard Cade’s instructions in her head. Get to the Jeep and run. She picked up the gun and headed for the Jeep, running flat out for safety.
“Red, come! Red!” she called out as she ran. Laura made it to the Jeep, grabbed the keys from under the seat and gunned the engine as Red jumped into the passenger seat. Dust rose behind them, and she started for the dirt road leading away from her ranch, away from the first place she’d ever wanted to call home.
    
Cade had Cayenne running flat out when he heard the shot, but somehow the horse dug deeper and gave him more. It didn’t hurt to have a racehorse under you when you needed one, and apparently, the hock had healed well enough for Cayenne to race when Cade needed him to. As the barn came into view, he could see the Jeep tearing down the dirt driveway, kicking up a cloud of dust. Another car was headed up the drive, trying to block her way.
Cade cursed and was tempted to close his eyes as Laura veered off into one of the white rail fences that lined the drive. She must have kept her foot on the floor though, because she blew right through the fence and crossed the field, then came out onto the road on the other side, blowing through the fence there too.
Laura turned the Jeep right, away from town and out toward the highway. As Cade watched, the car that had tried to intercept Laura turned and tried to head across the field after her. Cade turned Cayenne and reached behind him for the rifle he always kept strapped to his saddle when he was out on the ranch. It wasn’t unheard of to run into a wild animal and Cade never rode without his rifle.
He hadn’t worked with Cayenne on loud noises at all, and had no idea how the horse would react to Cade firing a gun from his back. Racehorses heard a lot of loud noises, so it was possible Cayenne would be all right with this. Then again, he might not. Cade sank into his seat as Cayenne charged after the two cars. The horse drew parallel to the cars along the road, the vehicle following Laura gaining on her with every passing yard. Cade said a quick prayer, raised the gun, and fired.
Cayenne held steady on the first shot, but it went wide. The second found its mark, taking out the back wheel of the car, and it careened to a stop.
Laura kept driving, just as Cade knew she had to. She needed to get to safety. He wanted to pull her back, though. Back where he could protect her from whatever was happening. But, he couldn’t. Laura was gone.



CHAPTER 32
C ade hadn’t been surprised to see Shane pull in behind the sheriff and the ambulance, and he couldn’t say he was sorry to see him. It wouldn’t hurt to have his brother with him through all of this. A man identifying himself as Alec Hall, Laura’s husband’s former business partner, claimed he and Justin arrived to try to talk to Laura and she pulled a gun on them. He said she shot Justin, told Red to attack him, and then took off in the Jeep.
Cade could barely control the rage building in him as he listened to the story. Justin Kensington was being airlifted to the closest hospital. He was unconscious, so questioning him about what had happened was out of the question. Cade hadn’t missed the surprised look on Alec Hall’s face when the paramedics rolled Justin out on a stretcher.
He’d covered it quickly by saying he had thought his friend was dead and he was relieved to hear he wasn’t, but Cade saw through that. Whatever this man was up to, he wasn’t happy to know Justin Kensington might live. Hall had been spouting about cash and a fake identity he’d found hidden back in Connecticut. He was ranting about Laura not being what she seemed. Cade had been able to explain the cash and ID to the sheriff, but that didn’t help matters much.
Cade and Shane now stood with Sheriff John Davies, who had finished questioning everyone present. “My hands are tied, guys. Their statements all match. I can’t hold them without anything more. If you had seen what happened, Cade, it’d be a different story, but until we either find Laura, or Justin Kensington wakes up and tells us what happened, I’ve got nothing to hold these guys on. I can take them down to the station to get their statements, but I can’t keep them there long.”
Cade cursed under his breath.
“I have to put out an ATL alert on Laura,” John went on quietly.
Shane looked at Cade and translated. “Attempt-to-Locate.”
“I’ll make sure it’s clear she’s just a potential witness to an incident. I just don't have a choice right now, Cade. This is an attempted-murder investigation now, and if Justin Kensington doesn’t make it, we’re looking at manslaughter, at best.”
Cade couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He wanted to haul off and hit his friend, but he also knew this wasn’t John’s fault. John didn’t have a choice. Cade just knew he needed to get to Laura before Alec Hall tracked her down again. He hoped she would be at the first meeting spot on the list he and Shane had made for her in two days. After the way they left things, he wasn’t entirely confident Laura would show up. And that… Hell, that would just about kill him.
    
Cade watched the front door of Baird Diner in Searcy, Arkansas from the window of his motel room across the street. He’d gotten into town the night before and slept a few hours, but most of the time he’d been in the window watching for any sign of Laura. He wondered if she’d been holed up in the motel like him or if she could be sleeping in the Jeep. He assumed Red was with her since no one had seen the dog since Alec and Justin had shown up on the ranch, so she might be camping out in the car with his dog. He hoped like hell Red was keeping her safe.
At ten minutes to noon, Cade grabbed his duffel bag and left the motel. He tossed his bag in the back seat and pulled his car over to the diner, careful to park off to one side. He had no idea how he’d even begin to look for Laura if she didn’t show up here or at the other locations on the list. He guessed he’d have to find his own investigators if she didn’t show up at any of the meeting points as planned. But tracking her down wouldn’t be easy at this point.
After ten of the longest minutes of his life, Cade saw the Jeep come down the street. Laura slowed a little ways down from the diner as if she were watching to see if anyone waited for her. She pulled into the lot and parked, then got out of the Jeep. Red sat waiting in the passenger seat, scanning the lot with the vigilance of a sentry assigned to watch duty.
Cade opened his car door and whistled. Red’s head came up and she and Laura both turned his way. The relief Cade felt when he saw the look on Laura’s face couldn’t have been greater. She smiled at him, and his heart damn near exploded in his chest. She was here and she looked happy to see him. He closed the distance between them and pulled her into his arms.
“I was so afraid you wouldn’t be here,” he said, the words coming out muffled as he buried his face in her hair, nuzzling as he took a deep breath, reveling in her scent, the feel of her safe in his arms. Red leapt out of the truck and circled them, then stood with her body pressed against their legs. Cade wanted to get Laura out of there, but he needed just a minute more before they moved. Moving meant pulling his arms away from her, and he wasn’t ready to let her go again.
Laura clung to him as though she needed him as much as he needed her. “Alec shot Justin,” she said into Cade’s chest. “Red saved me. She jumped the door to the tack room and saved me.”
“I know, honey. Justin’s in critical condition. He’s still unconscious. They operated but he’s in a coma. It’s a waiting game right now to see if he’ll come out of it,” Cade said.
She pulled back and looked up into his eyes. He could almost see the internal struggle going on. She rose slowly on tiptoes and pressed her lips to his, and that was all the permission he needed. Cade pulled her tight and took over the kiss, delving into her mouth to taste what he’d thought he’d never have again. She tasted of sweetness and honey and all things good and innocent in the world. He lost himself in the feel of her, in the knowledge that maybe they’d have a future together after all. That maybe she’d let him in.
Someone nearby cleared their throat and Cade pushed Laura behind him, ready to fight to keep from ever being separated from her again. It was nothing threatening. An older gentleman with laughing eyes watched them as he entered the diner. Cade took Laura by the hand.
“Do you have anything you need to get from the Jeep?” he asked. She was carrying the backpack he’d put in the Jeep for her a week ago. He’d packed her some clothing and a little money to tide her over until she got to the bus station for the money Shane had left her. She shook her head.
“Did you get to the bus station?”
“Yes,” she said and pulled the backpack around to her front and touched the small zipper pocket on the side. “I got the money Shane left. I’ve been staying in a motel in the next town over. The night clerk was a dog lover. She looked the other way while I snuck Red in at night.”
“Good. Come on,” Cade said and pulled her toward his car. “I don’t want to stay here any longer than we need to. We’ll leave the Jeep here and go in my car.”
He realized he was dragging a pregnant woman away from a diner and wondered if she needed to eat. “Have you eaten? Do we need to get you food first?” he asked looking around the lot to be sure Alec Hall or the PIs weren’t closing in, even though he knew they hadn’t followed him. The chances of them tracing her to that location so quickly were slim.
“I ate before I came just in case I had to run again,” Laura said and his heart flipped. He hated the thought of her having to run again—even if he was with her this time.
Cade nodded and opened the door to let Red jump in the back while Laura climbed in front.
“I think we should drive for a few hours before we find a place to stay so we’re nowhere near the first meeting point,” Cade said as he got in and started the car. “We need to lay low for a while. Alec and the two private investigators said you were the one who shot Justin. Right now, John Davies has nothing else to go on since it will only be your word against theirs and they couldn’t find the gun at the scene.”
“I have the gun,” Laura said, looking down at the backpack between her feet. “Can’t they test for gunshot residue or something? You see that all the time on TV.” Laura turned and rubbed Red’s head. Red looked happy to have her people back together again. She lay with her head between the two seats, eyes closed as Laura scratched her between the eyes.
“They did, but his story covered that. He says you pulled the gun and he grabbed for it and was wrestling with you when you shot Justin, so he had residue on his hands from that. John’s calling in some favors with a forensic specialist back in New York where he worked before coming here. He’s trying to find out if anything about the pattern of the residue or the amount of residue or anything like that can prove he’s lying, but I have no idea what the answer to that will be. For all I know, they won’t be able to tell.”
Laura didn’t say anything for a long time. “How long do you think I’ll need to hide?”
Cade threaded his fingers through hers. “We need to hide until I can get ahold of John and tell him your side of the story and see if he’s got any new information and what he recommends. He’ll tell us we have to come in, but if it looks as if we’d only be coming in to let him arrest you, I’ll just politely decline his invitation until he finds some evidence to clear you.” Cade lifted her fingers to his lips and kissed the back of them; the relief at having her back safely almost overwhelmed him.
“There’s something else we need to tell John,” Laura said and there was something troubling in the undercurrent to her words. Cade glanced at her and saw fear in her eyes.
“What is it, Laura?” he asked, squeezing her hand.
“It’s my fault Justin got hurt.” She seemed to be fighting to get the words out, and Cade stayed quiet, waiting for her to collect herself.
“Before Patrick died, he hid a USB drive in our kitchen. I’ve never seen him look frightened before, but whatever was on it had him scared. Almost panicked. I didn’t dare touch it while he was still alive. And, then after…I never got a chance to. The press were at the house. But, I should have told you, or called in an anonymous tip or something. I should have told someone there was something else going on. That’s what Alec is after.”
“You couldn’t have known that, Laura. And you can’t take what Patrick did on yourself. That fault lies with him.”
Laura was quiet for a long time, looking out the window as he drove. Cade waited, giving her time. A long while later she turned sideways and rested her head on the headrest, looking at him.
“I think I like being saved by you, Cade Bishop,” she whispered.



CHAPTER 33
C ade let Laura sleep for several hours as he drove west, crossing through states in no particular direction. They were in Kansas when he finally pulled into a state park. They might have to show identification to get camping passes, but he doubted the investigators would look to see if anyone was checking into campgrounds under Laura’s name. He hoped to avoid using her name altogether, but that depended on how strict the staff at the campsite was. Some took careful track of names and required ID and others didn’t.
Since Laura was asleep when they arrived, the ranger at the gate accepted Cade’s word that she was his wife—a statement that felt oddly good to say—and let them in without identification from her. Cade paid cash and chose a remote spot on the campsite map when given a choice of sites. Laura began to wake as he steered the car down the dirt road that led to the site. They would have been better off in his Jeep, but since Laura had left in the Jeep, the description and license plate were included in the alert that had gone out to law enforcement all over the country. They couldn’t use the Jeep, so they were stuck with May’s Mazda.
“Where are we?” Laura asked, lifting her head and looking around.
“Kansas.”
Laura looked at him for a minute before breaking into laughter. She turned to Red. “He brought us to Kansas, Red. Do you see the irony in that or is it just me?”
Red looked confused but Cade laughed at Laura. It felt really good to see her laugh again. “We’re camping. I packed a tent and extra bedrolls so you won’t be too uncomfortable on the ground. I can sleep in the car if you want.” He shot her a look from across the car as he pulled to a stop in the little space for a car next to their campsite. He didn’t want her to feel pressured to share a tent with him, or to feel like he was pushing for more than she might be ready to give. He desperately wanted to make love to her, but knew he might need to wait a long time for her to feel comfortable with that after all she’d been through.
Laura shook her head. “I don’t want to be alone.”
The campsite was nothing more than a tiny clearing big enough to pitch a tent and not much else, but there was a little creek within walking distance through the woods that would be a pretty distraction.
Cade nodded and began gathering their things. He pitched the tent while Laura let Red out of the car. Most likely, there was a rule against having a dog off leash, but Cade hadn’t thought to bring a leash for Red. He watched as Red went off into the edge of the woods to go to the bathroom, but the dog never took her eyes off them and she didn’t stray far. She was back by Laura’s side within minutes.
“I’ll put up the tent, and then we can drive into town and get dinner. There are granola bars in that bag if you need something in the meantime,” Cade said, pointing to his duffel.
He suddenly didn’t know what to say to Laura. What he wanted to do was find a nice hotel room somewhere with her, not have her sleeping on the ground out in the woods.
She was just as quiet. He’d give anything to know what she was thinking.
Laura ate a granola bar while Cade pitched their tent. She watched as he tossed the bedrolls and sleeping bags in it for later. He popped the trunk of the car again and pulled out the canister of food he’d packed for Red, who immediately showed up by his side, ready to eat. Cade knelt down to hug the dog, and the dog pressed into him.
He owed this dog so much for keeping Laura safe. Alec had said Red attacked him, unprovoked, but Cade didn’t buy that for a minute. This just wasn’t a dog that would do that. She plain didn’t have it in her. For Red to gather the nerve to attack, she had to feel she was either being threatened or Laura was.
“Thank you, girl,” Cade whispered.
    
Their dinner was fast and simple. They had burgers at a roadside place, where it appeared no one looked too closely at Laura. Cade thought one man watched them for a while, but when the man looked elsewhere, decided he was probably paranoid. They’d returned to the campsite and walked to the creek to sit for a bit. There wasn’t exactly a whole lot you could do when you were hiding out in the woods, trying to make sure no one spotted you.
Cade had called John, and the news wasn’t any better than it had been when he’d left. Justin Kensington was in stable condition, but he was temporarily being kept in a medically induced coma. The doctors didn’t say how long he’d be kept like that. He’d relayed the news about the USB drive along with Laura’s instructions on where to find it and her permission to allow a local police officer to enter her home.
“Was John mad at you when you told him you weren’t bringing me home?” Laura asked as they settled by the creek. Cade sat on the ground with his back against a tree and pulled her down into his lap, looping his arms around her. He wasn’t going to let her get away again. She belonged in his arms.
“No. He knew I didn’t have a choice, just like I know he has no choice doing what he’s doing. It’s his job. But, I think he’d do the same thing if he were in my shoes.”
They sat and listened to the sound of the water and watched Red run and play in the stream as the sun went down.
“Tell me about Lacey,” Laura said, and Cade had to fight not to stiffen. Not because he still had feelings for Lacey. He was over her and he’d gotten past what had happened. He just didn’t want Laura to bolt again.
“There’s not much to tell. She was sick. That’s all, Laura.”
She turned in his arms and looked at him. “Do you blame yourself for what she did?”
Cade shook his head. “No. I did for a while. I thought I failed her for not getting her the help she needed, but one day I realized I needed to let that go. I told her dad to get her help. And, the truth is, I couldn’t just stay with her because she threatened to hurt herself. That wasn’t good for either one of us. She needed more than I could give her.”
Laura settled herself back against his chest. Having her there felt so damn right.
“Did she get help?” she asked.
Cade nodded and rested his head on her shoulder, breathing in the soft scent of her, nuzzling his face into the crease of her neck and listening to her breath catch in response.
“Yes. She’s doing better now. Shane saw her in town recently. She’s living in Austin with her mom. It sounded like she’s moving on.”
Cade ran his hands over Laura’s belly, feeling the slight swell that was starting to form.
“You’re starting to show,” he whispered, and felt her shiver as his breath ran across her neck.
“Does it bother you?” Laura asked, twisting to face him. The expression on her face was like a kick to his gut. Fear of rejection, plain and simple. God, how could she not know he’d never reject her?
He shook his head. “Not one bit.”
He lowered his head and kissed her, the kind of sweet long kiss he loved to get lost in with her. The kind of kiss he knew she hadn’t had during her life before this.
“Take me to bed,” Laura whispered against his lips. Cade pulled back and looked at her, startled that she’d ask him. She nodded and pulled his head down for another kiss, but Cade broke the contact, shaking his head.
“Not here, Laura. Not like this. You deserve better than a tent in the middle of a national park.”
Laura leaned back and poked him in the chest with one finger. Hard. “Don’t tell me what I deserve and what’s best for me. I’m a grown woman and I know what I want,” she said, emphasizing each word with another poke to his chest.
Cade flipped her to her back and covered her mouth with his, taking her lips roughly, deeply. His tongue delved into her, tasting and demanding all at once. He let loose the pent-up passion he had for her, one hand sliding up her waist to cup her breast, then brush over the nipple. He groaned with need and pressed his rock hard erection into her. He wanted her to know what she did to him. How she drove him mad with wanting her.
He waited for her to panic. Waited for a flashback to her husband or some sign that she was unsure.
But that wasn't what he got. Laura pushed back against him, but not with her hands. She raised her hips and met his, letting him know exactly what she wanted. He pulled back and looked in her eyes, seeing nothing but passion and heat and a plea he was powerless to deny. Even if he’d wanted to, he didn’t know how he could. His whole body was coiled tight and screaming to find release within the woman in his arms. He needed to make love to her. Needed to feel their bodies joined.
He lifted her and carried her back down the trail to their campsite with Red following behind. Cade set Laura down next to the tent and followed her in. He’d dreamed of making love to her for a month, and wanted nothing more than to make this what her husband should have made it for her all those years ago: perfect.
He slowly stripped each of them of their clothes, reveling in the stunning beauty of the woman who lay before him. Her body was perfection, but the look in her eyes was what went right through him. There was heat and need in her gaze, and the effect of that intensity on his body was something he’d never felt before.
He ran his hands over her soft skin, loving the way she gasped or moaned, writhing in response to every touch. Her nipples peaked beneath his tongue. He kissed each scar on her body, tracing them and creating new memories for her. Erasing those that might haunt their future. She responded so incredibly to him, her body soft and pliant as his mouth and fingers worked to show her what love should be like.
When she whispered his name, he knew what she wanted. He moved his hand to her thighs and slid his fingers between her folds. She was wet and swollen and more than ready for him. He circled her clitoris before filling her with first one finger, then two. He loved the way she pushed against him in response, riding him, driving him on with each moan and gasp. He needed to feel her surrounding him, feel her taking his body into hers. Feel her orgasm as he drove into her.
When he donned a condom and slipped inside her, the heat and the slickness of her tight channel all but overpowered him. He had to grit his teeth to keep from coming right then. But, he made himself slow down as he slid almost all the way out, before driving in again. And again and again. Over and over, she accepted him into her body, her legs wrapped around his waist, as if to pull him tighter, to bind them together.
As he looked into those eyes that had grabbed him the day she’d walked into his world, he made love to her. And, when her body tensed and she cried out his name, he felt the orgasm rip through her, and he was helpless against it. He thrust deeper, harder, and emptied himself, never wanting the feeling of loving Laura to end. Never wanting to be without her again.
Cade hugged her to him as her breathing steadied and she traced small circles over his skin with her tongue. He’d never felt more complete than he did in Laura’s arms. This was where he needed to be. He knew in his heart he wanted to spend the rest of his life making her as happy as he possibly could, giving her everything she asked of him and more. He just needed to keep her safe if they were going to have a hope for that future he wanted for them together.



CHAPTER 34
P aul tried to stay calm as he dialed his contact in the Connecticut Police Department, but his hand shook ever so slightly. Mark was somehow holding it together, even as Alec held the barrel of a gun in his mouth and threatened to let Paul finish the job alone if they didn’t get a lead on Laura right away. Blood trickled down Mark’s jaw and Paul was sure he’d heard the crack of at least one tooth. Alec had seriously lost his head after the cops let them go. How he got the jump on Mark, Paul would never know given Mark’s strength and skill, but he had. Fuck, it was likely just the fact that bat shit crazy often beat out sane in a fight.
And now Mark was on his knees, and Paul was frantically trying to get ahold of everyone he knew in law enforcement that might help them, that might give them the tiniest lead to go by.
The ticked-off look on Mark’s face might even be funny if Paul wasn’t so afraid he was going to see the back of his best friend’s head explode any minute. Or maybe they’d get drunk and laugh about this when they got out of there. They had laughed at more screwed-up crap than this together.
But not this time, Paul decided; if he got Mark out of this alive, he was done. They were leaving the business, or at least going a bit more legit. If Mark walked away from this, they’d move out of state to start over with new names and no more dealings with the Alec Halls of the world. They could spend their time catching cheating husbands in the act and running background checks on potential employees. Safe, simple, and a good paycheck.
“Got it. She was spotted at a restaurant in Kansas,” Paul said into the phone but he looked at Alec as he said it, nodding his head. He didn’t name the city or the restaurant. He had to be damned sure Alec still needed them. Alec slowly put his gun away and stepped back from Mark, whose lip was split open. Mark spat blood on the floor and Paul held his breath praying Mark wouldn’t go after Alec. They just needed to hold their shit together a little longer. Just a little longer, then they could get out of this screwed up mess they’d somehow landed in.
“You have two days to track her down. If I don’t have a location in two days, you better run fast and far, gentlemen.”
Paul had a feeling they would need to run fast and far anyway. Alec Hall didn’t look like he planned to keep any witnesses around when this was over. The look in the man’s eye was no longer one of control. And a man like him out of control? Well, hell. That was a scary prospect Paul didn’t want to stick around and see.



CHAPTER 35
L aura woke to Cade’s arms around her, his breath warm on her cheek as he held her tightly. Nothing could have made last night more beautiful. Not a luxury hotel with champagne and rose petals. Not a soft bed instead of a tent with sleeping bags. Nothing. Cade had been patient and kind and sweet when she needed him to be, and he’d been sexy and hot and passionate when she’d needed that. He had taken her to places she’d never even dreamed of—hadn’t dared to hope for before.
And, no. She hadn’t had a single flashback to her time with Patrick. Patrick hadn’t entered her mind the entire night. When Laura looked at Cade now, she felt hope, and that hope no longer scared her. In a way, it set her free.
She pulled out of his arms carefully, planning to sit up and sneak out of the tent to use the bathroom. As soon as she moved, she felt Cade’s arms clamp down on her again, locking her in place. She laughed and nudged him, but he grunted and snuggled back into her. The action brought her body’s arousal level to an instant high for him. Sadly, nature—or the baby, she wasn’t sure which—had other ideas for her at the moment.
“If you don’t let me get up, I’ll pee in our sleeping bag. I don’t think either of us wants that,” she said, smiling at him.
Cade released his hold and reached above his head to where he’d stashed toilet paper and a shovel in a corner of the tent.
“Bury it,” was all he said as he handed the items to Laura and she laughed harder at the quick change in his attitude. She was surprised he didn’t seem to be more of a morning person. He was always up so bright and early to work with the animals; she’d just assumed he woke up in a good mood, ready to go. Apparently not.
“Wow. I guess the honeymoon’s over, huh?” Laura joked and then realized what she’d said. She blushed, but Cade just opened one eye and squinted at her.
“When I do get you on a honeymoon, it’ll last a heck of a lot longer than one night, I promise. And it sure won’t be in a tent with Red, a roll of toilet paper, and a shovel.”
Laura could see the intense need burning in his eyes and knew he’d make good on that promise someday. She swallowed and forced herself to speak without the shaking voice she knew was threatening as she looked at him. “I like having Red with us,” she said as she unzipped the tent and stepped out.
When she came back to the campsite a few minutes later, Cade was up and moving around. He pulled her into his arms for a morning kiss over her protests of morning breath and lack of toothbrushes. He laughed and released her, then pulled out a granola bar and tossed it to her and poured food into a bowl for Red. Their guard dog ate it without seeming to chew a single piece.
“Do you still have the gun you took from Alec?” Cade asked.
Laura nodded and reached into the car to pull it from her bag. She wasn’t at all comfortable handling it, but she’d grabbed it before she had had time to think . Cade was quiet and calm as he showed her how to remove the safety, how to hold it, and fire it.
“I want you to keep this on you at all times, for now. If we get to a place where I think we can fire it without drawing a park ranger to us, I’ll show you how to fire it. It’s a lot of gun, so it’s going to have a big kick and you won’t have much accuracy. Chances are, you’ll be knocked on your butt by the kick, so you might only get one shot in.”
Laura didn’t know what to say. She really didn’t know how she would use that gun, even if she needed to. At her worst moments with Patrick, she wasn’t sure she could have used a gun to defend herself. Aside from being scared to death at the thought of taking someone’s life or injuring someone, there would have been the issue of Patrick getting it away from her and turning it on her.
“Run if you can, but if you get cornered, use the gun,” Cade said.
Laura nodded and then tucked in her shirt and put the gun in her waistband like he showed her. She put another shirt on that hung down and covered the gun.
After going into town to get breakfast and a few things they could keep at the campsite for lunch and dinner, they spent the day in the woods. They watched Red race around trying to catch the chipmunks. Their loud chirps tormented the dog.
By nightfall, they’d walked back to the tent where they spent another night wrapped in each other’s arms, making love slowly, almost languidly as if they both knew they could lose this at any moment.
    
Paul and Mark had decided it was time to cut their losses and take off. They’d technically finished the job for Alec by tracking Laura to a state park, and even finding the specific campground she was in. Had they not been so desperate to locate her after finding no record of her in hotels in the area where she had been sighted, they never would have thought to check the state park. A waitress at the restaurant told them a lot of visitors to the area camped at the state-run campground three miles down the road from the restaurant.
Laura Kensington and Cade Bishop were holed up in a tent at campsite number forty-nine. After texting this information to Alec Hall, Mark and Paul ditched both of their phones and the rental car that Alec’s company was paying for. They picked out an old junker of a truck and hotwired it, then took off for California, intent on putting as much distance between Alec Hall and themselves as possible.
It wasn’t hard to see the writing on the wall. Hall wouldn’t need them much longer. They’d been overly confident in taking work from a guy like him, but they knew it was time to cut and run before things went south.



CHAPTER 36
J ustin Kensington’s head was still thick with the effects of the coma he’d been in for days, but he was awake and functioning enough to answer the doctor’s basic questions. He was surprised to see his mother standing on the other side of the bed, grilling the doctor about his prognosis. It was shocking to see her up and functioning as if there wasn’t an ounce of alcohol in her system.
Images swam in Justin’s head as he tried to pin down what had happened. Voices that didn’t have faces talking around him. Laura shot him? That wasn’t right. Why were they saying Laura shot him?
“What happened?” he croaked out, but it came out sounding all fuzzy and thick.
“You were shot, Justin. We were able to remove the bullet and the surgery went quite well, but you’ve been unconscious for several days. You’re going to be here for a while longer, but the prognosis is good. We don’t foresee any long-term ill effects,” the doctor said.
“Laura?” Justin said, looking back and forth between his mother and the doctor as the world began to come back into focus.
“The police are looking for her, Justin. They’ll find her soon. She won’t get away with this. She won’t get away with what she did to you or your brother,” his mother said, and he was shocked to see tears streaming down her face.
“What are you talking about?” Justin shook his head, but shards of pain dug in, and he had to hold himself still to ward off a wave of nausea.
“Your brother was poisoned. After Laura shot you and the police found out she had a fake identity hidden with cash, I had them exhume Patrick’s body. It wasn’t a heart attack. They found poison that they hadn’t previously tested for, given the history of heart attacks in the family.”
The doctor interjected. “It’s not standard protocol to test for poisons when there isn’t any reason to suspect something other than a heart attack. With the history in your family, no one questioned that he might have been murdered.”
“Not Laura,” Justin said. “It wasn’t Laura.”
His mother opened her mouth to object, but Justin raised his voice with the little strength he had. “It wasn’t Laura. Alec Hall shot me. He was threatening Laura. Something about evidence she was hiding. Evidence Patrick had on him.”
Images swam in Justin’s head, but the pieces were beginning to string together into memories he could make sense of. He felt the world slipping away around him again as he gave over to the darkness that called to him, but, as if from a distance, he heard his mother ask the doctor to call Sheriff Davies.



CHAPTER 37
C ade woke to the palest of light beginning to warm the day. Their second night in the tent had been as perfect as the first, each taking an endless amount of time to learn one another’s bodies. He’d marveled at the way Laura looked when she came and the sweet sounds she made when she was coming back down to earth after an orgasm. Their day had been filled with the nervous energy of two people hiding, not knowing their next move, but their night together couldn’t have been more perfect.
Even in the two nights they’d been together, he’d seen her confidence grow. He’d watched the power in her eyes when she realized his body responded to hers as much as hers did to his. Cade couldn’t wait to see Laura’s strength grow as she learned to let him love her for who she was, not who she’d always been told she needed to be.
He stretched and opened his eyes to find the space next to him empty. Cade laughed. He didn’t think pregnant women had to pee constantly until later in the pregnancy. Laura had said that at her last appointment, her doctor said she was at a point in the pregnancy when the baby was tiny, but her uterus was tipped over and pressing right on her bladder. He believed it when he considered how often she was going to the bathroom.
A baby.
He had told Laura that they’d need to decide where their relationship was going before the birth so they weren’t unfair to the baby, but Cade knew where he wanted this relationship to go. He wanted to spend his life with Laura. He hadn’t ever felt like this with anyone. Not even during the time when he and Lacey had been happy together, when he’d thought he might marry her someday.
He knew he wanted forever with Laura and her baby, and as many babies as they could have down the road. He just hoped she’d be willing to go out on a limb and give marriage another try after what happened with Patrick. He hadn’t flat out asked her about that, but he hoped he could convince her he was worth taking another shot on. They could take it slow if she needed to. He could wait.
Red raised her head and emitted a low, almost inaudible bark from her place beside him. It was a chuffing woof more than a bark. Cade knew that sound. It was meant to warn Cade without alerting whoever was out there that she was aware of their presence. She wouldn’t have done that if it was just Laura returning to the tent.
Cade stilled as he listened. Noises around the car. Whoever it was must have come in on foot. Cade would have heard a car approaching.
Damn. Cade was stuck in the tent with no way to see who was prowling around the site, and Laura was off in the woods by herself. Was it an animal? It could just be some random person looking to see if there was anything easy to lift. But, it could also be one of the investigators or Alec himself. Cade wasn’t willing to sit by and take the chance that it was just something benign. Laura could walk back into the campsite any minute.
Cade slipped his knife from beneath the stash of shoes and an extra sweatshirt he had stacked in the corner of the tent. He slowly cut the fabric on the side of the tent that faced away from the campsite until he had a large enough opening to slip through. He held the opening for Red and she crawled through to stand by his side. Cade stayed crouched low and signaled to Red to stay by his side as he moved.
Together they circled around the back of the small tent and peered into the brightening light. Cade cursed under his breath when he saw Alec looking through the car windows. He knew Alec would turn his attention to the tent as soon as he saw they weren’t in the car.
Cade moved away from the campsite and circled wide around it to stay out of Alec’s line of sight. No sooner had Cade gotten out of there, than Alec moved. He turned and approached the tent, looking behind him as if checking to be sure he wasn’t followed.
Where was Laura? Should he send Red to find her?
Cade did his own scan of the area. He saw no sign of another vehicle. No sign that Alec had the two investigators with him. Could he have come alone?
Cade didn’t want to chance it if the investigators were waiting close by to provide backup to Alec. As he watched, Alec pointed a gun at the tent and emptied what sounded like a full magazine into the tent, spraying it with bullets. He must have used a suppressor because Cade heard low pops, not loud gunshots. Had they been closer to the main circle of campgrounds, the noise might have brought someone running. Their campground was secluded enough, though, that no one else would have heard the sounds.
Alec had come prepared to kill. Whatever evidence he’d demanded from Laura back at the barn, Alec had apparently given up hope of getting it out of her. Now, he simply looked as though he wanted to get rid of Laura as quickly as he could. Cade touched Red on the shoulder and turned to move off into the woods. He cut around the other side of the site and headed for the area Laura would likely have gone to use the bathroom.
Cade heard Alec’s swearing when he realized there wasn’t anyone in the annihilated tent. Laura must have heard the noise, too. She was heading back toward the site when Cade intercepted her and pulled her off the trail into the shrub. His hand over her mouth, he whispered in her ear.
“You hear gunfire and you head toward it? We need to have a talk, woman.”
Laura shook his hand off her mouth and looked up at him. In a completely staid voice, she said, “You were back there.”
“Seriously. We’re talking about this later. Do you have the gun with you?” Cade asked and held his hand out when Laura nodded. She passed him the gun and Cade turned them toward the creek. They couldn’t go back to their car. They needed to get to a public location and get help. If they followed the creek, it would take them to the ranger station at the entrance to the park. With Laura ahead of him, the two walked as quietly as possible. Red pressed against Laura’s leg the entire time.
They hadn’t made it far when Cade heard a twig snap behind him and turned to look. Alec launched himself at Cade’s legs, taking him down in a full-on tackle at the same time Red hurled herself at Alec. Hall’s gun was in his hand, but he must have blown all of his bullets on the empty tent because now he hit Cade in the temple with the gun. Red was on Hall’s back, but Cade heard a yelp as Alec turned and struck her with the gun, a blow hard enough to send her sprawling behind them.
Cade’s head reeled as he took hit after hit. He kicked out with his legs, throwing Alec off balance. When he threw a punch that connected with Alec’s jaw, Alec eased his hold for a split second and Cade rolled away.
He was stronger than Alec and bigger, but Alec had gotten a few good blows in and Cade’s head was foggy and slow. He managed to yell to Laura to run, but she didn’t move. Cade reached behind him for the gun at his waistband, but it wasn’t there. He looked for it on the ground, but didn’t have time to see much. Alec was coming at him again.
Cade spit out a curse as Alec crashed into him. He struggled to clear the murkiness in his head as he landed blows to Alec’s head and shoulders. He struck out again and again, then kicked and rolled to pin Alec beneath him. Alec took advantage of the momentum and twisted into another roll, taking them both into the creek.
The water was shallow, but the icy cold must have knocked the wind out of Alec. Red was back then, and Cade saw her grab at one of Alec’s legs, but Alec seemed oblivious to the pain of her jaw clamping down on him. Cade felt sickening sharp pain as his ribs cracked when Alec focused his fists on his torso.
Cade tried to see around the blood running into his eyes from the cuts on his forehead and temple. Laura was standing above them, white knuckled, the gun gripped in both hands.
“Laura, shoot!”
“I can’t! I can’t shoot without hitting you,” she cried.
He heard the terror in her voice.
Cade was losing consciousness as Alec continued to pummel him. With all he had left in him, he threw Alec off and twisted out of the way. “Now, Laura!”
Alec lifted a rock, ready to go after Cade with it, but a shot rang out and Alec fell. Laura had hit him square in the stomach from no more than six feet away. The kick of the gunshot sent her flying back into the creek bed. Alec fell into the creek, his blood darkening the once-clear water, a look of shocked disbelief stealing over his features.
Red and Laura ran back into the stream and hauled Cade from the water. Red stood guard while Laura ran her hands gently over his battered face.
“Please be okay, please. Oh God, Cade, please.” Her hands and voice shook violently as she spoke and Cade tried to answer her, but his head wouldn’t stop pounding. Neither of them had a phone—they’d ditched them when they were running to ensure no one could track them. But, now Cade didn’t know if he could walk out of these woods. And he wouldn’t send Laura over to Alec’s body to look for a phone in case Alec was still alive and conscious. He couldn’t risk Laura’s safety any more than he already had.
Cade put his hand on her stomach. “Baby okay?”
“Yes,” she sobbed, nodding her head. “But you, Cade; I thought he was going to kill you.”
“Not that easy,” Cade grunted and rolled onto his side, then shoved up onto his knees. “Wait here,” he implored, hoping she’d stay back.
Cade half crawled, half dragged himself to Alec. He laid his fingers on Alec’s neck, but there wasn’t a pulse and the red hue of the water running downstream told Cade the man had bled out quickly. Cade dug through Alec’s pockets and found a phone in his chest pocket, but it was too wet to use.
He pulled himself back to Laura, who helped drag him up onto the bank of the river and sat cradling him in her arms.
“Someone will have heard the gunshots,” he said and Laura finished his thought.
“A ranger will come to investigate. They’ll get us out of here,” she said and wiped some of the blood from his face. As Laura held him, Cade gave in to the blackness that washed over him, taking him under completely. Laura was safe.



CHAPTER 38
L aura sat by Cade’s side in the hospital watching him sleep. The nightmare was finally over. She couldn’t believe Alec Hall had poisoned Patrick and shot Justin. She hadn’t really liked the man, but if anyone had told her he was a murderer, she probably would have laughed.
The police in Connecticut had retrieved the USB drive from the house. It detailed years of embezzlement from Kensington-Hall Developers by Alec and also had some evidence of pay offs and bribes. Apparently, when Patrick confronted Alec, the other man decided to take advantage of the history of early heart attacks in the Kensington family.
There wasn’t any sign of the private investigators that had come after Laura with Alec at the ranch. Honestly, Laura didn’t care where they were. As long as they didn’t come back, she just wanted to forget all of this.
Shane, Josh, and May had arrived in Kansas to be with her and Cade until he was well enough to travel home. He’d suffered a concussion and several cracked ribs, on top of bruises and contusions that Laura hoped didn’t hurt as badly as they looked like they did.
Cade’s eyes opened slowly, and he turned his head to look at her. Relief swept through Laura, making her weak. She’d never been as scared as she was when she’d seen Alec and Cade fighting. When it looked as if Alec was going to kill Cade, she couldn’t bear the thought of life without him. At that moment, Laura believed she was about to lose everything she’d found, all over again. Everything she’d dared to hope for. And because of her, Cade had nearly been murdered….
“You okay?” he asked and winced as he tried to raise a hand to her face.
“Try not to move. You have cracked ribs. That’s very painful,” Laura said and sniffed, trying not to let tears come. She was well aware of the pain of cracked ribs. It wasn’t pleasant.
“You’re okay? The baby?” Cade’s eyes flashed to her stomach.
“The baby’s okay. I’m okay. May and Doc are down in the cafeteria getting a cup of coffee and Shane is outside sitting with Red.” She took his hand in hers and held tight. His right hand was too swollen to hold. He would be getting a cast on that in the next few hours. “They’ve been taking turns sitting with her since she can’t come inside, and I didn’t think it was safe to leave her out in the car alone.” It had killed Laura to sit outside with Red before Cade’s family had arrived, but she knew he’d want Red to be safe and not feel frightened. The poor dog was traumatized enough by the whole episode. Being left alone in the parking lot would have overwhelmed her.
Cade smiled and closed his eyes, his breath returning to the steady quiet of sleep once again. Minutes later, though, he woke again.
“Is now a good time to talk about that honeymoon? Will you take pity on me while I’m injured and agree to marry me?”
“No, I won’t.” Laura laughed. “But I’ll let you take me on a date when we get home.”
Cade nodded and closed his eyes again. She could tell he was fighting the effects of the drugs the doctors had given him. He pushed open his eyes once again and looked at her.
“I love, you, Laura. I couldn’t have made it if Alec got to you.”
Tears ran down Laura’s face as she nodded. “He didn’t get to me. I’ll be right here when you get up, I promise,” Laura said, thinking about the possibilities of that. Of staying with Cade forever. Laura knew in her heart that was what she wanted, and she had finally found the courage to accept what she wanted for herself, to embrace it and let herself hope and dream and believe in love.
Cade looked into her eyes. “I love you Laura. I want you in my life forever.”
“Well, you do live a charmed life. I imagine your dream will come true.” Laura leaned down and kissed Cade gently, careful not to hurt his swollen jaw. “I love you, Cade Bishop. I’ll love you forever.”



EPILOGUE
L aura looked down at the perfect tiny nose and rosebud lips of Jamie May Bishop. Her baby had been born two weeks before her due date, and only fourteen hours after Laura Kensington had become Laura Bishop in a ceremony attended by nearly every resident of Evers, Texas.
“She’s incredible,” she said and looked up into Cade’s eyes with tears in her own.
Cade looked down at Laura, and then back to the baby neither of them seemed to be able to keep their eyes off of for long. “Just like her mama. Absolutely incredible.” The awe in his voice was clear.
Cade leaned in and kissed Laura’s lips, but the private moment didn’t last long. May and Josh knocked on the door and entered with an armful of balloons and stuffed dolls.
“Really, you two? Did you buy out the entire gift shop?” Laura chastised.
“You bet we did, Princess,” said Josh as he bent to kiss Laura’s head. Josh hadn’t gone back to his job in Connecticut. He had used up his vacation time and then officially retired. He and May seemed to be growing closer and closer, much to Laura’s delight.
Cade and Shane were a little uneasy about the change in the relationship between a man they’d always thought of as their uncle and their mother, but when pressed, they both admitted they liked the happiness Josh brought to May’s life.
May reached for the baby with a question in her eyes, but Laura didn’t hesitate. “Of course, you can hold her,” she said and passed over the swaddled bundle.
“Don’t get used to this,” May said with a smile as she looked down at the baby, who didn’t bat an eye when the transfer took place. “They sleep like mad for two days, but then the honeymoon’s over and you’re only in for short bursts of sleep in between feedings and diapers.”
May paused to look at the bundle in her arms. Cade and Laura hadn’t planned a honeymoon. They knew since they were getting married so close to Laura’s due date, there likely wouldn’t be time for a honeymoon. They planned to take a long vacation for their first anniversary instead.
“She’s beautiful, Laura. Just like her mother,” May said, and Laura felt her heart swell at the love in May’s voice. She would never have believed she would find the kind of love and family that now surrounded her.
A knock on the door announced new visitors. Shane poked his head in and Laura waved him in. He was followed by Justin Kensington, who had settled in Evers after checking out of the hospital himself a few months back. Laura had been hesitant when he’d come to see her after moving to town, but she valued his friendship now. He was nothing like Patrick. In fact, at times, it was hard to believe they were related. Justin had given up traveling, and was now using some of his wealth to start outreach programs for women and children in abusive homes.
Martha Kensington had been shunning the limelight recently and attempting to repair the damage done to her relationship with Justin. She had even been talking about moving to Evers to be closer to Laura and the baby. Justin was now at least speaking with her, although their relationship remained strained, but Laura wasn’t sure yet that she wanted to have Martha in their lives. It would be hard to let someone who had ignored the abuse Laura had endured for so long be around her and her child now. In some ways, though, Laura thought forgiving Martha would help her heal even more than she already had.
Although Martha hadn’t discussed it with either of them, Justin suspected she might have been the victim of abuse at the hands of his father. If she had, Laura hoped Martha would be strong enough one day to seek help with that and to heal.
A nurse came in and chased the visitors out and urged Laura to get a bit more rest before they checked out the following day. Cade took Jamie from his mother, letting his daughter rest in the crook of his arm as he and Laura said good-bye to everyone.
“I love you, Laura Bishop,” Cade said and kissed her lips when they were finally alone with their baby.
Laura closed her eyes briefly, feeling the light touch of his love. Hope. Laura watched Cade and Jamie and knew it had been worth it. The risk of hoping, of dreaming of a love and a life like this one she’d been given… It was all worth it in the end. To have the gift of love like this, the gift of family and friends who loved her…was a gift and a blessing for which she would always be grateful.
    
Want to see what Laura and Cade are up to and read more from the characters in Evers, TX? Grab the next book in the Heroes of Evers, TX series here!
Up next is PJ Fiala’s Ford: Finding His Fire. Ford Montgomery is on the trail of the arsonist who killed his parents. When that trail leads him to sexy waitress Megan Marshall, things take an unexpected turn. Megan is being hunted by a deadly cartel, Ford is now in their sights, and the arsonist is still running free. Their only chance of survival is if Ford and Megan learn to trust each other quickly and walk into the fire together.
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CHAPTER 1
P ulling his pickup truck into a parking spot at the edge of the lot, Ford inhaled deeply as he looked at the majestic brick building which had stood longer than any other building in Lynyrd Station. A tornado had swept through town twelve years ago and wiped out most of the town. Few buildings were left fully standing, the courthouse being one of them. Others were partially destroyed and now had new additions added on to the formerly standing walls. So, the courthouse was revered in a special way as indestructible. Today, he only hoped it ended this black chapter in his life.
Spotting his sister, Emmy Lou, and his brother, Dawson, waiting for him at the top of the steps in front of the entrance, he pulled his keys from the ignition and exited his truck. Swallowing the lump in his throat as he neared them, the somber looks on their faces told his story. They were scared, worried, and sick to have to be here today but eager to get on with life. Their new life.
His boots made soft thumping sounds as he ascended the steps to greet his siblings. The sun beat down, already creating a bead of sweat on his temple, and he could feel moisture gather at his back. Another scorcher today.
He hugged Emmy first. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail at her nape, her dark eyes so much like his held the emotions of a hundred people in them. He wrapped his arms around her tighter and pulled her closer, whispering in her ear, "We'll be okay. We can do this."
"I know. I'm not used to being on this side of the courtroom, and I'm nervous as hell."
"’Bout time you see what some of your clients have to go through. It'll make you a better lawyer for them."
She scoffed and slapped at his shoulder, but the weak smile she gave him said it all. She thought so too. She was a damned good lawyer, though she often found herself working for the worst clients. Drug dealers and pedophiles—as a defense lawyer, she got them all. But she always believed a fair trial kept these scumbags from getting an appeal and kept them in jail where they belonged. Good thing they didn't know she felt that way.
Turning to Dawson, Ford wrapped him in a warm embrace. "Love you, man. It's going to be all right."
"I know, Ford. We're finally going to see this piece of shit go to jail for killing Mom and Dad. I haven't been able to sleep, thinking we'd finally be getting justice for them."
"It's all I've been able to think about for the past four years."
"Yeah, I get that." Dawson, the youngest of the three of them and the most emotional, blinked away the wetness gathering in his eyes. Dawson's sandy brown hair and blue eyes were just like their mom's, and Ford had to swallow the lump that had grown in his throat at the thought. Their parents had been killed in a fire set by Bobby Ray June just over four years ago; he'd been tracking Bobby Ray ever since. Then, Bobby Ray was a suspect in the fires that burned through Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, and Ford had been so damned mad that he hadn't gotten to him. He stepped up his efforts which required him to be away from home for five months and finally brought him in eight months ago. Getting to this trial had seemed like an eternity, and his heart was heavy that he hadn't been able to get justice for his parents. That is, until now. Finally.
Stepping back, he inhaled deeply and asked, "Shall we head inside?"
They turned to enter the old brick building, the sun still high in the sky. The cloudless day seemed a good omen for them.
"Ford! Hey, wait up."
He turned to see Detective Rory Richards briskly walking toward them. Leaning forward to shake hands with his high school friend, Ford could see the trouble in his eyes.
"Hey, I hate to be the one to tell you this, and I'm so sorry." He cleared his throat. "Bobby Ray June escaped as he was being transported to court this morning."
"What?" Emmy yelled. "Honest to God, didn't you have that animal chained up in every way possible?"
Tears instantly raced down her cheeks as she looked to Ford for their next move. His jaw clenched, and his heart dropped to the bottom of his stomach, threatening to spill the meager contents inside.
"He had help. We're thinking Waylon June." Rory's fingers shook as he handed the grainy pictures to him. "We'd like you on this, Ford—if you think you want to track this asshole down again."
It was hard to make out distinct features, but the resemblance was certainly the mark of family. Sliding each picture off to Emmy and Dawson as he looked them over, the last one was a gut punch. Both Bobby Ray and Waylon giving the camera on the prison escort van the finger and wearing smiles on their disgusting pudgy faces.
Emmy gasped as she saw the last picture. Dawson swore and choked back a sob. Emmy grabbed Ford’s arm and turned him toward her. "You have to go. You have to go and get that motherfucker again."



       



CHAPTER 2
"G ood morning!" she cheerfully said to no one in particular but to all who were within earshot.
"Morning, Megan. I've got your breakfast all ready. It's chicken day, so you're gonna be busy, need to eat to build up your strength." Nila's deep, gravelly voice could be heard over the clatter of dishes and frying foods. A large woman in her early sixties, Nila had hired Megan when she needed a job, and they'd been together for the past four years. Everyone in town loved Nila's broasted chicken and her apple pies. Megan loved that Nila took care of her, and she returned the favor. It wasn't uncommon for Nila to forget to eat herself—especially on chicken day.
"Thank you. I'll just do a quick sweep of the dining room with the coffeepot before I sit."
Tying her spring green apron around her waist, she breezed through the double swinging saloon doors to the dining room and quickly assessed the capacity. About half full now. It wouldn't be long before it would be impossible to hear herself think as it filled with customers, all chatting, laughing, and enjoying the atmosphere. Small town meets southern charm meets the best deal in town—and the best food too. It was a business gold mine.
"Morning, Ralph. Ed. More coffee?" She filled their cups without waiting for them to respond. They always wanted more coffee. Regulars came in at six in the morning and sat through the better part of breakfast, gossiping about who was where and when they came and went. Gossip central right here.
Edging her way through the tables set for four, the red and white upholstered chairs in shiny vinyl and chrome legs resembled a fifties diner. She continued chatting and pouring until she came to a booth in the corner. Stopping short of the table, her stomach plummeted as her eyes caught those of the occupant. Lazar blue eyes trapped her, causing her throat to go dry as her heart sped. Not again. This was the fifth day in a row. Why wouldn't he believe her and go harass someone else?
"Marcus. I don't suppose I could hope that you're actually here for the food today?"
Slowly pushing his cup to the edge of the table, she gritted her teeth as she concentrated on filling it but fantasied about dumping the whole pot over his head.
"I think we both know why I'm here."
Lifting her eyes to his, she slowly inhaled and held her breath for a moment before exhaling.
"I don't know where Waylon is. We're divorced. Have been for over six damned years. He doesn't check in. He doesn't call. He doesn't write. He doesn't visit. And I like it that way. I want nothing to do with him or you or any of your cohorts. Now, if I need to call the police about the harassment, I certainly will."
A smile spread across his face in a slow slither, as if he were a snake—which was the perfect way to describe him. He was a drug runner, and unfortunately for her, so was Waylon. Also, unfortunately for her, Waylon seemed to have stolen a very valuable something from Marcus, and he wanted it back.
"I think you're blowing this all out of proportion. I'm sitting here drinking coffee, not unlike those gentlemen over there you chatted so nicely with, and I simply ask you a couple of questions about a mutual friend. Don't think the cops are going to be too interested in that story."
She clenched her jaw tightly as her breathing increased.
"Plus, with your record, I don't think the police are going to believe you over me. I don't have a police record."
"Yet," she spat out.
He shrugged.
Turning abruptly, she hustled back to the kitchen, more to get away from him than anything else, but also … well, to get away from him. Ramming her fists into her apron pockets to hide the shaking from Nila, she walked past the table set with her plate and a fresh glass of orange juice, intending to use the restroom.
"Hey girl, you need to eat," Nila called after her.
Giving a quick wave of her hand and a glance over her shoulder, she replied, "Just gotta use the bathroom. Be back."
Locking the wooden door behind her, she leaned against it, wrapping her hands around her stomach, hoping to quell the roiling. He was right in that he didn't actually do anything to her other than ask questions, but she knew for a fact that he'd followed her home yesterday and the day before. He watched her house most of the night too. She'd gone onto her front porch to water all of her flowers, and there he was, not even hiding the fact that he was watching her. In the middle of the night, she could have sworn she heard footsteps on the porch. Her heart beat so fast, she thought it'd take off and fly away. Listening for the jiggle of the door handle or the rattle of one of her old windows, she was finally able to relax after about an hour when no such sounds reached her ears. She didn't mention it today because she wanted to pretend it wasn't happening, and he wasn't getting bolder. She was probably being stupid. These weren't people you messed with. If she knew where that jackass ex-husband of hers was, she'd turn him over in a heartbeat.
"Megan, honey, time to get rolling. You okay in there?" Nila knocked softly.
"Yes. I'll be right out, Nila."
Washing her hands, she breathed in and out a couple times and told herself it would be all right. Leaving the bathroom, she smoothed down her apron, shoulders back, head high and forced herself to be brave. Then she heard Chad, the busboy, say, "Huh, never seen that guy before.”



       



CHAPTER 3
Shuffling through the pictures once more, Ford stopped on the picture of Megan. Waylon June's ex-wife was a pretty little thing. Green eyes that sparkled at the camera and thick auburn hair trailing to just past her shoulder blades was a stunning combination. Her sweet, perfect smile and smattering of light freckles across her nose spoke of innocence and purity. But you aren't married to a drug dealer and remain pure. Those two things don't go together. And she had an arrest on her record.
He looked up and saw the sign above where she worked: The Log Cabin Restaurant. He shook his head and muttered, "Why in the hell would you work in a restaurant, Megan?"
He glanced through her dossier again. Four years of nursing school. Worked in the field in a hospital for two years, a nursing home for ten, then abruptly quit and began working at The Log Cabin as a waitress. What would make a single woman give up a career where she made good money to sling hash in a little place like that? If her ex was any indicator, she was trouble or looking for it.
Entering the diner, the bell above the door called out his entrance. A red-haired waitress behind the counter glanced his way and smiled. "Take a seat anywhere you like. One of us will be around with coffee in a minute."
He nodded and glanced to the right. A couple of empty tables sat toward the middle of the dining room and one empty booth toward the window. The booth called his name, so he strode over, slid on the vinyl seat to the middle, and picked up the menu. The smell of bacon and fresh apple pie floated in the air to his nose. He swallowed the lump that formed in his throat. His mom made the best apple pie he'd ever eaten. He loved the spices and cinnamon in her pies, and she always added an extra dash of it for him. He hadn't had apple pie since she died. It was these little things that caught him off guard. Emmy and Dawson, too. They spoke about it every so often, each of them with their own apple pie story.
Glancing around the room and taking in the occupants, he noticed a single gentleman sitting in the corner opposite him and realized he was assessing the room as well. He was by himself in a booth—no food in front of him, just coffee.
Megan walked out of the kitchen, swung past the coffeemaker and began filling the customers’ cups. He watched her move, graceful and casual as she gave each patron a bit of attention and a nice smile. She stopped at his table, and he heard her intake of breath when he looked into her eyes. Eyes that, by the way, the picture in his truck did not do justice. Green like a spring day, deep around the outside of the iris, lighter green toward the pupil and hypnotizing. Full lashes framed the green jewels, and he could see she barely wore makeup. Clear skin, faint freckles dusted her nose, and her full sensual lips held just a touch of gloss. I'll be damned.
"Care for coffee?" she chirped.
It took him a moment to respond, his mind lagging behind and thinking other thoughts. Clearing his throat, he responded, "Yes. Please."
He turned the cup over that sat on the matching saucer at his place setting and slid it to the edge of the table. He watched as she poured, her arm lifting just enough for him to see the outline of her breast hidden behind her light green apron. It was easy to see what Waylon saw in her, but what in the hell did she see in Waylon? That man was pudgy, unkempt, and a drug dealer. Made no sense.
"Have you had the chance to look at the menu? Special today is chicken if you want to forego breakfast and slide into lunch. Otherwise, we have all the usuals—eggs, bacon, sausage, pancakes, French toast and my favorite, Eggs Benedict."
"Thanks. I'll have two eggs over easy and whole wheat toast. Then, if you'd be so kind, I'd like to know where your ex-husband is."
She stepped back, and he saw her jaw tighten. She practically hissed, "Is this what you two are doing now? You'll keep sending in more and more of you until you’re satisfied that I'm not lying?"
"Us two?"
She jerked her head toward the opposite side of the room. "You and Marcus. He's been hounding me all damned week. I'll tell you what I told him—several times." She leaned in, lasered her eyes to his and continued. "I don't know where that useless piece of shit is, and I don't care. I haven't spoken to him in about five years. I don't even have a phone number, and again, I don't want it. If you want your precious item back, go find him. He doesn't come to me and he won't and I sure as hell have no intention of going to him since. I. Don't. Know. Where. He. Is." She finger jabbed the table as she said each syllable as if it made her point clearer.
She straightened her spine and tossed her head in Marcus' direction. Slowly shaking her head back and forth as if to scold him, she turned to him again. "Now, any other way I can make myself clear?"
He straightened his spine, glanced over at Marcus, and then looked into her eyes. "I don't know Marcus. I also don't know about any precious item. What I do know ..." He leaned toward her, set his jaw and locked eyes with her. "… is Waylon helped Bobby Ray June escape from the prison transport van on the way to his trial for killing two people in a fire. I. Want. Waylon. And. Bobby. Ray." He finger jabbed the table just as she had previously, to emphasize his point.
Gasping, her free hand flew to her mouth, her eyes closed, and she swallowed. Opening her eyes, she softly asked, "Bobby Ray killed someone?"
"Yes."
"Oh, God."
    
She made her way to the kitchen, her stomach twisted, and she thought she'd lose the little bit of the Eggs Benedict Nila had made for her. Bobby Ray always was a piece of crap. She hated it when he came around. He leered at her and creeped her out. She complained to Waylon about it, and he told her to pull up her big girl panties. Toward the end of their marriage, whenever Bobby Ray would come by, she'd disappear to the grocery store or her best friend, Jolie's, house. She knew he was dangerous and not mentally sound, but she had no idea he was capable of murder.
She tucked her order slip for the gorgeous, but probably dangerous, man in the booth by the window, beneath the spring on Nila's order wheel.
"Order for table eight is up, Megan," Nila called out when she saw her approach. Taking a deep breath, she grabbed the two plates and carried them to the nice couple, asking if they needed a coffee refill.
Keeping herself busy wasn't a problem as the restaurant filled up. "Order up for table seventeen." Squaring her shoulders, she picked up the two eggs over easy and whole wheat toast, grabbed the coffeepot and headed to the table of the man who both excited and scared her. He was a broody sort; his darker than dark eyes were both mesmerizing and scary. They were so dark, it was hard to tell where the iris and pupil met. His strong jaw held a hint of whiskers as if he'd shaved hours ago. The dark shadow gave him a mysterious presence which she bet he loved. She hadn't seen him walk in, but the length of his legs under the table and of his arms on top told her he was tall. From the side, she could see he was fit and firm. Nice. But no. She was steering clear.
"Here you go." Sliding his plate in front of him, she lay his silverware, wrapped in a napkin alongside his plate. "Coffee?" Proud that she was keeping her voice even, she poured when he nodded. Then she watched as his eyes caught movement behind her and his back stiffened. She could feel the heat at her back before she heard Marcus whisper in her ear, "I'm watching you, Megan. You may as well make contact with that jerk you were married to before things get very ugly for you."
Before she could respond, he was gone. Setting the coffeepot on the table before she dropped it, she clasped her hands together in front of her to quell the shaking. He was getting bolder.
Looking up slightly to see what her mysterious man was doing, her heartbeat hitched. Those deep black eyes bored into hers, but this time they held something else. Sympathy? Caring? Probably not, but he didn't look as menacing as he had before.
"Looks like Marcus there is getting bold."
"You don't know the half of it."
"Why don't you tell me?"
She picked up the coffeepot and stepped back. "I don't even know you. Why would I share that kind of thing with a stranger?"
"My name is Ford Montgomery, and I'm here for the same reason Marcus is—to find Waylon. But not for the same reasons. I was hired by the Kane County Police Department to bring him and Bobby Ray in. Looks like we could be friends and help each other out."
Biting her bottom lip, she thought about it. Actually thought about it. His low sexy voice washed over her in a soothing way, and she'd bet her next ten checks he'd lured women of all kind in with those looks and that Sam Elliot voice of his. But, it was too easy to rely on him and too convenient. It would be nice, though, to have someone to turn to.
"Thanks, Ford, for the offer, but I don't think so."



       



CHAPTER 4
C hicken day flew right by, but man, oh man, she was dog-ass tired. Pulling her sweet little white Jeep Wrangler into her garage, she climbed out and pulled the garage door down behind her. With Marcus and Ford lurking around, she'd need to start closing that door when she left in the morning. It was the first time in all the years she'd lived here that she felt like she had to close the damned garage door. Fucking Waylon and his son of a bitch cousin, Bobby “Fucking” Ray.
Walking to the end of the driveway, she pulled her mail from the mailbox, sifted through the two ads for crafts at the local mall in Harper Valley, around thirty-five miles away, the electric bill, and her favorite country living magazine as she walked to the house. Stopping at the bottom step of her porch, she took a moment to admire her little house. It had been her grandmother's house first, but she was mostly raised here after her dad took off and her mom died. She was twelve then. Her brother, Cord, and her sister, Delaney, were six and four years older than her, respectively. Cord left home and got a job on an offshore rig the week after he turned eighteen, and Delaney spent most of her time at her boyfriend's house. Though it didn't take him long to dump her when he met the newest blonde with big breasts in town. Cad.
She'd painted the wraparound porch white this summer, and even though it took her the better part of a week to get the whole thing painted, it looked fabulous with its gleaming white spindles and floor. Her brightly colored flower pots and flowers added that homey touch she loved. It looked like one of the pictures she often saw in her country magazine. She should submit a picture of it. Maybe she would once she painted the house yellow this summer. Then, the whole look would be complete.
Entering her clean, fresh living room, she took a deep breath and released it. Home. She placed her magazine on the coffee table with her other magazines, neatly fanning them out to see the titles. She smiled as she walked across the room to her bedroom. Setting her purse on the floor in the closet, she kicked off her shoes. Ahh, that felt heavenly. She pulled the hair band from her ponytail. Scrubbing her head with her fingers to ease the tension from the band and the day, she began to let herself relax.
Making her way back to the coffee table, she picked up the ads and the water bill when she heard a tapping that sounded like something dropping in the kitchen. Her brows furrowed as she listened again, and this time the tapping grew louder. Walking toward the kitchen door, she could smell something—gas, maybe? But before she could get through the door, there was an explosion.
Waking, she opened her eyes but couldn't see anything. Smoke filled her lungs, and she began coughing. Realization finally sank in, and she felt around her to get her bearings. She was on the living room floor, the coffee table to her right. The roar and crackle finally met her ears, and the direness of the situation wrapped around her, and fear seized her movement. Her heartbeat raced.
As the heat rose in the room, her self-preservation mechanism finally clicked in. She rolled onto her stomach, but coughing threatened to make her pass out. Pulling the neckline of her T-shirt up over her nose and mouth, she found relief, but just a bit. Crawling in the direction she thought led to the front door, relief swept through her when she felt it within reach. Rising up on her knees, she twisted the handle and found it locked. Panicking, she tried over and over to twist the handle and find the lock. The heat was increasing, and the orange of the flames began to poke through the gray, smoke-filled room.
"Help!" she yelled but began coughing again.
Hitting her fists against the door, she tried again. "Help!"
"Megan? Unlock the door."
Frozen in fear at the voice on the other side, she shook her head, but help was help, and she needed it.



       



CHAPTER 5
F rom his truck two doors down, he watched Megan close her garage door, rubbing her back as she made her way to her mailbox. He'd watched the diner most of the day and assumed she'd run her little legs off—figuring the whole of South Pass must have come through the doors of the Log Cabin at least once. The food was fantastic, and many left with Styrofoam boxes filled with all they couldn't eat.
He watched as she admired the front of her house and then stepped inside. Settling back into the seat of his truck, he logged onto his laptop and checked his email while often glancing toward her house. If he was lucky, Waylon would show up looking for help from Megan, and he could nab him and save her from Marcus at the same time. Not that she'd asked. But, he could tell she was afraid of Marcus, and if he was honest, that was another reason he was sitting here now. It went against his grain to see a woman in need and not help her, and he'd bet his whole paycheck that she needed help.
An explosion sounded, and when he looked up, he saw the smoke coming from the back of Megan's house. Quickly jumping from his truck, he ran across the street. He could hear her coughing and trying to twist the door handle.
"Megan? Unlock the door."
"It's stuck. I can't."
He heard her fall into a fit of coughing and looked around the porch for something to throw through the front window. Seeing a pot filled with colorful flowers, he shook his head and picked it up.
"Back away from the window," he yelled through the door.
He hefted the large pot to shoulder height and tossed it through the window.
He heard her gasp but didn't stop to wait. Using his boot, he swiped the broken glass from the bottom and sides of the window as much as he could and folded himself through it.
Running his hand along the wall, he held his T-shirt over his nose and mouth with the other, inching his foot in front of him, so he didn't step on her.
"Megan, where are you? We need to get out of here." He tried keeping the fear from his voice but felt he was losing that battle.
Coughing sounded next to him, and he reached down with both hands and found her shoulders. He scooped her up and slid along the wall to the window. The smoke was so thick, it was impossible to see anything but the bit of light streaming through where he'd just come in and the orange flames racing toward them.
Bending down, he threw one long leg through the window, ducked a bit farther and stepped out onto the porch. But he didn't stop until they were at the edge of the yard.
Sirens wailed in the distance as he laid her on the grass, her coughing still heavy, but her lungs would hopefully clear soon.
Smoothing her hair away from her face, his heart hurt for her. This woman had been through a lot this week—probably her whole life, but this week he knew for sure had been stressful, if Marcus' comments were any indicator.
Her coughing subsided as the fire trucks pulled up.
"Sir, you're going to need to get out of the way; we need you over by that pickup truck," a fireman yelled.
Easily picking her up, Ford carried her across the street. She tried protesting, but her voice was raspy, and her lungs were still heavy with smoke, so the words came out garbled.
"Shh. It's okay, Megan. I won't hurt you."
Her eyes opened, and the bright green he'd seen earlier hadn’t dimmed, though the whites of her eyes were now reddened from the smoke. Their eyes locked, and he saw when she'd finally stopped wrestling with herself as her features relaxed. Then he noticed his heart raced just a bit faster as he looked into those green eyes. Her tongue swiped across her bottom lip, leaving a glossy path, and he shook his head to clear it of sensual thoughts, which wasn't easy with her soft body pressed against his.
He laid her on the ground and seconds later an ambulance pulled to the curb directly in front of them. Two paramedics came to their side; one immediately began pulling items from a bag, and the other shined a light into her pupils to see them dilate.
"Megan, are you all right? Besides the smoke you inhaled, did you hit your head or hurt yourself in any way?"
She nodded. Coughed a bit more and rasped out, "I think I hit my head on the floor when the explosion happened. Knocked out a bit." More coughing.
One of the attendants covered her nose and mouth with an oxygen mask and said, "Okay, just relax and take in this oxygen to help you breathe."
A blood pressure cuff was placed on her arm while the other attendant listened to her lungs, asking her to breathe in and out slowly, so she didn't make herself cough.
Unable to look away, he watched her as she complied with every request they made of her. Breathe in and out. Look up. Show me where you hit your head. On and on and without a peep of complaint.
"Meg, do you want me to call Delaney or Cord?"
She shook her head no, the mask still covering her mouth.
"You sure? They'll be pissed if they find out you didn't call. Cord, especially."
She shook her head again, and Ford wondered who Delaney and Cord were. No mention of them in her file.
The two attendants then turned to him. "You all right, mister?"
He nodded. "Yes, I'm fine."
"You have blood on your arm. I'd like to take a look at it, if you don't mind."
Glancing down at the blood that had dribbled down his forearm, his brow furrowed. He hadn't noticed that at all; he'd been so wrapped up in Megan.
Nodding at the attendant, he held his arm out and only winced once when he applied something to the cut that stung, then quickly bandaged it. "Not too deep but keep it clean and covered for a couple of days."
"Thanks."
Glancing back to Megan, she'd sat up and watched as they bandaged his arm.
"Megan? You want to go to the hospital for a checkup?"
"No." Clearing her throat, she looked at the attendant. "Thanks, Jason. Tell Susannah I said hello."
"Will do, Meg. You make sure you call Cord, so I don't get an ass chewing next time he comes home."
That made her smile. "I'll call him; now, go on home."
The two attendants packed up their supplies and spoke to one of the firefighters and a cop before they took off. As the ambulance pulled away, the look on Megan's face was pitiful indeed. She looked at her house across the street, now soot-stained and blackened, water still raining in through the windows in the kitchen on both sides from the firemen’s hoses.
The tear stains were difficult to hide as they cleaned a trail down her soot-dirtied cheeks. She swallowed hard as she smudged the dampness from her face, seemingly trying to comprehend what had just happened.
And, dammit, his heart hurt for her. Kneeling down next to her, he swiped her hair back from her cheek, enjoying the softness of it between his fingers. "Where can I take you tonight? Do you have a place to stay?"
Turning her head to him, her brows furrowed for a moment, then she frowned. "I guess I can call my friend, Jolie, and see if she can let me sleep on her sofa tonight."
He pulled his phone from his back pocket and handed it to her. "Give her a call, and I'll take you there."
"I need to get some things from inside."
He shook his head. "You won't be allowed inside tonight, Megan. They need to put the fire out, and then they'll need to do an investigation to see what started it. Did you hear anything prior to the explosion?"
Her brows furrowed slightly as she tried remembering. "I heard clicking or tapping, like something small fell and bounced on the floor. I was going in to investigate what that sound was, but the explosion happened and threw me back into the living room."
"Okay." He squeezed her shoulder. "They'll figure it out. Give your friend a call."
He stood to give her some privacy, but she stopped him. "Where are you going?" She almost sounded panicked.
"Nowhere, hon. I'll be right here." His heart thudded in his chest as he watched her—spoke to her. She truly seemed like a woman caught up in the middle of something she had no part in creating.
Nodding, she swiped the screen on his phone, saw that it needed a password and held it out to him with a small trembling smile.
He touched his forefinger to the button on the bottom, and it opened up. He watched her shaky fingers dial her friend's number and then swallow before putting the phone to her ear. Her lips quivered as she said, "Jolie." Voice cracking, she swallowed again, gaining her composure. "My house burned down. Can I stay at your house tonight?"
More tears followed the former trails, and she angrily swiped them. He tuned out but stayed close as he took in the sight of the house. It wouldn't be habitable for a long time, and if this was arson, she wasn't safe here. His gut told him it was, and his gut was seldom wrong. His gut also told him only two people would have tried to kill Megan. Marcus seemed to be getting bolder, and Bobby Ray June was known for setting fires and killing people. Especially if he thought Megan had talked to Marcus about something. Bobby Ray would certainly know that Waylon took something he wasn't supposed to have and both men were running from the law and other unsavory characters—the only one they knew of for sure being Marcus. Two dangerous, scared men on the loose was never a good thing, and Megan knew both men. So the question of the day was, how well did she know them now and why would they want her dead?



       



CHAPTER 6
F ord was there when the explosion happened, yet she didn't think he'd set the fire, so that meant he'd been watching her house. Marcus had been watching her house too, but that felt creepy somehow. The thought of Ford watching her didn't feel creepy at all.
She had to admit, when she'd heard his voice calling to her when she couldn't get out of the house, she was scared at first and then so damned relieved it wasn't Marcus. When he picked her up and carried her out of the house, the first thought that came to her was a knight in shining armor. Though he was no knight and she wasn't a damsel. Far from it.
He hadn't even known he cut himself coming through the window. Had he been worried about her? So gentle and kind afterward, it made her head hurt. Men weren't usually nice to her. They sure as hell never stuck around to help her. Her father, her brother, Waylon. All of them took off early and left her to fend for herself. So, it was only a matter of time, and Ford would leave too.
She took his proffered phone to call her best friend, Jolie. Ford stepped back, and she almost panicked and asked him where he was going. When he said, "Nowhere, hon," she had to swallow the lump that formed. She hadn't been called “hon” in a long damned time, and that nearly cracked her. Then she heard Jolie answer the phone and that's when she almost broke down. Hearing Jolie's compassion and caring brought home all that had happened and had been happening to her this past week. A hug from Jolie and her adorable kids, a good night's sleep, and she'd be ready to face the world tomorrow. Jolie's husband, Derek, always made sure his family was buttoned up tight for the night and safe and sound. Something she'd never had, except for when she stayed at her friend's house. Yeah, she'd feel so much better in the morning.
She tapped the end call icon and looked up at Ford who stood sentry by her, but looked far, far away. He stared at her house like he was waiting for the answer to a question. She had just a moment to admire all that was Ford Montgomery—tall and broad shouldered. He had the sleeves of his gray button-up shirt rolled to his elbows. Sexy forearms showed chiseled muscles so firm the veins stood out against them. Shit, what was it about a man's forearms that could make her drool?
Taking a deep breath and marveling that she didn't fall into a fit of coughing, she twisted her head and took in all that was left of her house. It was the only thing her grandmother had to give her—her childhood home. That and the diamond cross necklace that she cherished. She'd certainly need to go back into the house for that. Maybe by morning, they'd let her in. Hopefully, it hadn't been damaged. Sadness washed over her as dawning began sinking in. Everything she owned was in that house. Even her purse was in there. Her phone. Everything likely damaged or gone. Tears sprang to her eyes again, but she clenched her jaw and angrily swiped them away. Nope. She'd been through worse than this; she'd manage. She just needed to make sure Marcus wasn't trying to kill her and that she didn't get too close to Ford and get her stupid heart broken. In that order.



       



CHAPTER 7
Rotating his head to release the stiffness, Ford continued to shift his gaze from Jolie's house to the sleek black Mercedes slowly driving past at regular intervals. He'd caught a glimpse of the driver the last time he drove past. Luckily, he wasn't looking at the truck but was keeping his eyes trained on Jolie's house. Not that he could have seen inside with the darkened windows he'd spent large bills on. It was a business expense.
Glancing in the outside mirrors, he made sure Marcus' car turned the corner and knew he'd be back in about twenty minutes. Pulling his phone up, he tapped a couple of icons and located Detective Richard's phone number. Tapping the phone icon, he rested the phone against his right ear, keeping his eyes on Jolie’s house.
"Any word?" Typical Richards, short and to the point.
"Maybe. I need you to run a plate for me. Illinois - NTP-823. Black Mercedes around 2016."
Tapping sounded in the background, and he knew his friend was on it. "What else is going on?"
"Well, Megan June has her hands full. Some asshole named Marcus—”
"Marcus Salsado," his friend finished.
"What else do you know?"
"No record. But he's rumored to be a manager for the El Pablo Cartel. Small time manager and he seems to be located in the Midwest. But, up till now, he's managed to keep his hands clean. The only reason he's on police radar is that he was the owner of a house that burned down a few months back where a bunch of whores were found packing blow. He got off without charges because he produced a lease that showed he wasn't the occupant at the time. One Brandon Garcia was the tenant. However, Marcus is being watched because mysteriously, Mr. Garcia has never been found."
Ford's jaw tightened. "Any word that Waylon June would be involved with Marcus or Brandon Garcia?"
A bit more tapping came over the line, and Ford straightened when he saw the front door to Jolie's house open, and a blond man stepped outside. He glanced from side to side, looked down the street both ways, then went back inside.
"Nope. Haven't been able to make a connection there."
"Thanks, Rory."
"Hey, stay sharp out there. Still no sightings of Bobby Ray or Waylon June. Those bastards are lurking around somewhere."
"You too. Let me know if anything comes to light. In the meantime, I'm working this angle here." He heard Rory's chuckling on the line before he disconnected. Asshole.
Glancing at the time on his phone, he saw his night was just beginning. He reached for his thermos of coffee, poured himself a shallow cup, inhaled the fresh aroma of the caramel brew he'd purchased just for this stakeout, then sipped the piping hot liquid.
    
By the time five o'clock in the morning came, Marcus had practically worn a path in the street driving past, and Ford had listened to a whole book on tape. The story was good too. The Appeal by John Grisham. He devoured those books.
Sitting behind his darkened windows, knowing Marcus had spotted the truck but couldn't see him inside, he waited for Marcus to turn the corner once again and then exited his truck and walked to the front door of Jolie's house. He knocked on the door and the same blond man that had stepped outside last night came to the door.
"How can I help you?"
He held out his hand. "My name's Ford Montgomery. I'd like to see Megan if she's awake."
The man looked into his eyes for a long time, then finally turned when Megan approached from behind and said, "It's okay, Derek, I'll talk to him."
Derek's lips thinned to a straight line, but he stepped back and let Megan into the opening of the door. His heartbeat actually picked up when he saw her. Freshly showered and wearing a pair of jeans and a scoop neck T-shirt in light pink, she looked sweet and innocent. Her hair was pulled up into a ponytail on the top of her head, its thick auburn length sweeping over her shoulder—the ends curling perfectly at the tip just above her breast.
"Morning." Her voice sounded rested but a bit raspy. Probably from all the smoke yesterday.
"Good morning. Wonder if we might have a little chat."
"I don't know where Way—”
Holding up a hand to stop her, he cut her off. "I don't want to talk about Waylon. But, we do need to either go inside or out back where we're hidden from the street."
"Why?"
"Honey, you're in a bit of trouble here, and I'd like to help you. Do you actually know who Marcus is?"
He saw her swallow hard but still hesitate. "He's been driving past this house every twenty minutes most of the night. There were about two hours where he didn’t, but otherwise, he's watching this place, and that means if we're standing here, he'll see both of us."
She stepped back and allowed him to enter the house. Behind him, she twisted a deadbolt lock on the door and then motioned for him to follow her to the kitchen.
"Can I get you some coffee?"
"Naw, I've had quite a bit over the night."
"I saw your truck outside all night. Why did you stay outside and watch the house? I told you Waylon wouldn't come to me."
"Because I had a sneaking suspicion you needed someone watching out for you. Marcus is eager to watch you, and from what I've been able to gather from my contacts, he's dangerous."



       



CHAPTER 8
"How dangerous?" She asked the question, but she knew or had a pretty good idea. Waylon stole something from Marcus and knowing Waylon, it was either money or drugs, and she'd bet her next month's paycheck it was drugs. Waylon, for all his faults, always thought if he could just get a chance, he'd be big time. No matter that big time for Waylon was still doing something illegal. He dreamed of running a crew and making more money than he could ever spend. Highly unlikely; the man spent every penny that passed through his hands.
"He's suspected of being involved with the El Pablo Cartel in Medellin, Mexico. They’re a rival faction to the Medellin Cartel and stupid enough to think they can take over drug operations down there. The Medellin Cartel is deadly, well ingrained in the system, and owns more cops and court officials than a mathematician can count, so it's highly unlikely."
She swallowed. Well, now that was more than she knew or cared to know. "Um ..." Licking the dryness away from her lips, she looked into his eyes. Dark and mysterious, he could look totally menacing and damned sexy at the same time. His dark hair held a sheen to it and her fingers itched to touch it. As he stood here before her, he exuded a raw power and strength. He'd been sitting in a truck all night, yet he didn't look bedraggled and worn. His strong jaw once again held that hint of a shadow from not shaving, which added to his mysterious image.
"Well, I guess I'm not surprised that Waylon would be hooked up with someone like that. But, I'm not going to lie, it scares me and pisses me off at the same time."
"Here's the thing, Megan. With or without knowing it, he's dragged you into it. Marcus isn't likely to stop following you. I'm not a hundred percent certain he didn't set your house on fire. I don't know who did, but I'll bet you someone did. So, you've got a potential drug cartel following you, maybe trying to hurt or kill you. Do you have a plan moving forward?"
Jolie stepped into the kitchen, a towel wrapped around her hair. She wore jeans and a loose-fitting top, but she looked fresh and wholesome. Her blue eyes landed on Ford, and Megan watched her friend look him from head to toe without saying a word. When she turned, Jolie looked her way, brows high in the air and a slight smile on her lips. She could see the wheels turning.
"Good morning." Stepping toward Ford, she held her hand out. "I'm Jolie."
"Ford."
They shook hands, and Jolie walked to the coffeepot, giving her a sidelong glance that said far more than words ever could. Ford was sexy. He filled the kitchen with more than just his physical presence. He had an authority about him that couldn't be denied. It was comforting, like a warm blanket wrapping itself around her shoulders.
"So, I got up a few times during the night and noticed your truck sitting a couple of doors down. What's up?"
She leaned against the counter, coffee cup raised to sip, eyes locked on Ford’s.
He straightened and slipped the first two fingers of each hand into his front jeans pockets. "I was just talking to Megan about that. She needs to be in a safe house, out of sight and safe until authorities can figure out who set her house on fire and find Waylon June."
Jolie lowered her coffee cup and turned toward her. "They know it was arson?"
"No. Ford just thinks so."
"We'll know soon enough, and I have a call into the fire department. I'd bet my life on it."
"Meg? What's going on? What has that asshole gotten you involved in this time?"
Rubbing the nape of her neck and rotating her head, she softly stated, "It appears he stole something from a drug cartel."
"That son of a bitch. He's just got to go. He's not even around, and he's getting you into trouble again. What the fuck?"
"Hey! Kids," Derek said sharply as he entered the kitchen, their youngest daughter, Sarah Jo, on his hip.
"Momma said a bad word." The little three-year-old giggled and covered her mouth with her tiny hands.
"Yes, and I'm very sorry. Let's get you some breakfast." Jolie took her daughter from her husband and settled her at the table. Catching Ford's gaze, Megan nodded toward the living room. Instinctively, upon entering the room, she glanced out the window and saw Marcus' car round the corner, having just passed the house. Again.
"I don't have anywhere to go, Ford." She let the curtain fall once again and turned to face him.
"You don't have family somewhere who can help you?"
She shook her head. Her brother was on an offshore oil rig somewhere, and her sister hadn't spoken to her for six years since she'd inherited her grandmother's house—the house that was now a pile of ashes. Ironic.
"I know a place. It's only about ninety miles from here. Safe, secluded, and no one will know you're there. It's clean and private, but great visibility, should someone try to get close to the house."
She looked into his eyes and saw sincerity, but why was he helping her? "Right. Don't tell me, let me guess; it's your house?"
The corner of his sexy lips tipped up. "Sort of. Used to be, I guess. It's vacant now, and it's safe. Do I need to remind you that you have nowhere else to go?"
She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly to keep her heart from beating out of her chest. Panicking right now was not a great idea. Suddenly, her peaceful life was falling apart in a sea of chaos and deep shit. Fucking Waylon.
"Megan." She looked up at him, again taken with his presence. "You can't put Jolie and her family in danger."
Glancing toward the kitchen, her heart sank. He was right about that. She probably already had put them in the sights of Marcus. That was stupid.
"He knows where they live." She fought the tears that threatened.
"We can let him follow us for a bit. He'll know you aren't here and perhaps keep looking for you or focus on Waylon once you're gone."
"How do you know?"
"You don't have a choice, Megan." He stepped closer to her, and she could smell him. His scent was leather and woodsy and so masculine. It fit him so perfectly.
"Why do you care?" She refused to step back and make him think he intimidated her, even though she was a little intimidated. The way things worked in her life, he'd begin to help her, then disappear like every other man in her life, so she looked at his chest to keep her focus.
"Look." His strong, firm fingers cupped her chin and lifted her face up to look into his eyes. "I have a stake in getting Waylon and Bobby Ray, but that doesn't mean I'd throw you or anyone else to the wolves to get them. And, look around, Meg. You don't have anyone else."
Dammit. He was right, and if she was honest with herself, he did make her feel more secure. He didn't seem to let people bowl him over, and one dark stare from those black eyes of his would make a wolf cower.
"What's your stake?"
"Really?" He crossed his arms over his chest and widened his stance. He looked battle ready. "You're in a shit ton of trouble with a drug cartel, and you really give a shit about my stake?"
His phone rang, but he never looked away from her as he pulled it from his back pocket. "Yeah." His low sexy voice floated around her. She had no choice.
"Okay. I'm taking care of it." He put his phone back in his pocket. "Gotta run, Megan. Time isn't on our side."



       



CHAPTER 9
He felt sorry for Megan. She had no one. She had nowhere to go, and by the looks of things, she didn't have a ton of money to get her through hiding out safely. But why in the fuck did he offer up his house? There is definitely something wrong with his brain right now. Must be from sitting in a truck all night.
Trying to reason his motives out now wasn't going to work. Not when he could smell her shower fresh skin next to him, and every time he glanced at her, she licked her lips. She didn't mean for it to be, but it was sensual in an innocent sort of way that was beginning to affect his nether region. That couldn't happen.
"I want to stop by the house first, please. I need to see if I can get my purse. And my grandmother's necklace."
"Your purse is going to smell of smoke and be useless to you. Why do you need a necklace to hide out?" Typical woman, totally vain.
"It's all I have." She stopped, and he could tell she was fighting emotion. "Of her. The house and the necklace were all I had of my grandma. Now all I have is the necklace."
Oh, not vain—sentimental. Shit!
"You're living in your grandmother's house?"
She nodded as she glanced out the side window. The sun streaming in created a mirror effect, and he could see the moisture in her eyes.
"When she passed, she gave me the house because I took care of her when she was dying. My sister was too busy climbing the corporate ladder, and my brother left town as soon as he turned eighteen and lives on an offshore rig off the coast of California. It was just Grandma and me for years." She cleared her throat and straightened her spine. "Now, it's just me."
She turned to face him, her eyes glistening, but her back was straight and her shoulders squared. "I'm not going to let Waylon get me in trouble and take the last little bit I have of my grandmother. She'd be rolling in her grave. She always hated that asshole."
"Okay. Now you're talking. So, let's get you to safety, and then we'll figure out how to get that son of a bitch out of your life and in jail, and Bobby Ray right along with him."
"Are you a cop or something? Why do you want them?"
"I'm a bounty hunter, and Bobby Ray killed my parents. Waylon broke him out of the prison transport van on the way to his trial. I want both of them."
Her features softened, and sadness filled her eyes. "I'm sorry," she all but whispered. "I didn't know."
Clenching his jaw, he quickly glanced at her. She stood, trying to remain stoic but looked lost and confused.
"It was four years ago, but I think of them every day. Especially now. I need justice for them and my siblings. And I'm going to get it."
    
They pulled up to the curb across from her house, and she sucked in a big breath at the sight of the bedraggled broken mess that used to be her home. The white exterior was charred over most every surface. Her gorgeous flowers on the porch and around the landscaping of the house had been trampled, burned, or blasted by the fire hoses trained on them. Yellow crime scene tape wrapped itself around the house and the garage. Her front door stood at a sickly angle as someone had broken it to get in.
"Oh my God," she whispered. "It's a complete mess."
Without thinking, he reached over and wrapped his fingers around her nape and squeezed gently. Her dainty neck was warm to the touch—her slender shoulders strong and firm under his forearm.
"I'm sorry, Megan. It looks bad now, but once you settle things with your insurance company, you can rebuild. It'll look good as new, and all remnants of the fire will be gone."
"It won't be the same." She turned to look into his eyes, and he was taken with the shade of green that hit him. Earnest and sweet, she certainly seemed to be just that, but something Jolie said kept ringing in his head. That son of a bitch! He's just got to go. He's not even around, and he's getting you into trouble again. What the fuck?
He'd bet that was the arrest on her record. He'd need to call Rory a little later and get that information.
"Can we go in?"
"No, not without permission." He pulled his phone from his back pocket and googled the South Pass Fire Department. He tapped the phone icon and called them. When he got the chief on the phone, he explained who he was and asked for permission to enter the house. The chief asked them to wait until he arrived, so here they sat. And as if there were a radar on their presence, Marcus pulled up to the curb in front of the house.
"Figures he'd be here," she snapped. "Look at him look at us."
"He can't see us. I have a coating on the windows that makes it almost impossible to see in. It's mirrored on the outside, so if he's looking at anything, he's staring at himself. Figures he's a narcissist too."
The fire chief pulled into the driveway, and he squeezed her neck with his fingers. "Chief's here. Let's go. Stay close to me, and don't let Marcus get you alone anywhere."
She sucked in a deep breath and reached for the door handle. "Hold up. I'll get it." His brows furrowed. She wasn't used to a man opening doors for her.
Exiting his truck, he walked around the front of it, two-finger saluted Marcus and opened the passenger door, reached in to help Megan down, and wrapped his fingers around hers as they walked to the chief. Marcus exited his car and followed them up the driveway, and her fingers tightened on his.
Keeping his voice low, he said, "It's okay."
The chief greeted them alongside his truck and nodded. "I'm sorry about all of this, Megan. It sure is a shame. Ms. Gladys was a special lady, and this house has been in your family since she was first married to Mr. Marshall."
"Yeah. She loved this house. It's just so sad to see it like this.” She turned to face the chief. "Do you know if it was arson?"
"Yes ma'am, we're certain of it. There was an accelerant used in the kitchen in front of the stove. That clicking you heard was likely a lighter or flint block to set it off."
"So, someone was in the house while I was in there?"
The chief’s lips thinned into a straight line. "I'm afraid it's very likely."
"Oh, God." She shivered, and he pulled her into his body, encircling his arm around her shoulders. A strange sensation filtered through him when her arms wrapped around his waist.
"I can let you in for only a minute, and you'll only be able to enter the living room and the bedroom; the floor isn't safe in the kitchen. And you'll have to promise not to touch anything other than grabbing your purse and your necklace that Mr. Montgomery mentioned you were looking for."
Nodding her head, she pulled away from him and started toward the house. Marcus had been leaning against the back of the chief's truck, listening and not saying a word. Giving him a long look—his worst look which usually made bigger men than him quiver in their boots—only elicited a smirk from Marcus, which Ford thought was rather curious. Then again, he was usually in the presence of drug lords, so a lowly bounty hunter was likely not scary.
The chief glanced at Marcus then. "Are you with them?"
"No," Ford quickly stated.
"You'll need to stay outside then."
"No problem." His tone was flat, but he looked at Megan when he spoke, and that irritated Ford more than him being here.
He turned and quickly followed Megan and the chief up the steps and watched as the chief lifted the door aside. "Stay to the edges close to the walls where the floor is safer."
Megan's gasp drew his attention. Her hand covered her mouth, her eyes glistening as the tears gathered. All her furniture was water-soaked and charred—the walls as well. The heavy thickness of the air inside was almost suffocating. Between the fire smell and the humidity of the water, mixed with the rising heat outside, this place wouldn't be habitable for a good long time.
"Oh my God, it's gone!"



       



CHAPTER 10
T  he drawer where she kept her grandmother's necklace was opened and the contents emptied. "It's gone. Someone stole it."
"Are you sure it was here yesterday when you got home?"
"I'm sure…" She frantically looked around her bedroom and then tried remembering what she did when she got home yesterday. She'd come into the bedroom, dropped her purse into the closet, took off her shoes, removed her hair band, but she hadn't looked at the beside tables. "I don't know," she said dejectedly.
"Okay, and you're sure it was in that night stand and nowhere else?" the chief gently asked her.
What was worse, these two men looked at her as if they didn't believe her or that she was mistaken. She seldom left things out of place; neat and tidy was her thing.
"I'm very tidy. I keep everything in its place. I don't just let things lay around. I'm positive." She swallowed the panic that threatened to break her down. She glanced at Ford and saw that he was looking around the room as if to find something out of place and prove her wrong. Or maybe just looking around. A blush tinted her cheeks as she realized she was standing in her bedroom with two men. One of them, incredibly attractive and mysterious and sexy and … Shaking her head and closing her eyes, she took a calming breath. She let it out slowly and opened her eyes to see both men staring at her.
"Megan." Ford stepped toward her, his face showing concern. "Is there anywhere else it could be? Please check all of your drawers, anywhere you think it might be."
Walking to her closet, she picked up her purse from the floor, happy to see it wasn't soaked like most of the house. She pulled a few items of clothing from the closet. She'd wash them when she got to where they were going and looked in the built-in drawers in the closet; nothing in there. Picking up a canvas bag from the shelf above the drawers, she added her under garments, the clothing she picked out and a pair of tennis shoes. Stepping from the closet with her bag and her purse, she turned to her dresser and pulled open the top drawer. That was possibly the only other place her necklace could be.
"It's not here. It's gone. Someone took it." Sadness fell over her so cold and dark she thought she'd never feel light and happy again. Everything from her grandmother was completely gone. Wiped from the earth like she'd never even lived. How does that happen when a person had lived for more than eighty-three years?
"Megan, honey, we have to go." Ford was still there watching her try not to crumble. She looked up from her dresser and into his eyes, and it was there that she saw a softness she'd never believed could be there. All his hardness and sternness had faded into the blackened walls of what was left of her house, and a different man stood before her.
"Okay." She led the way out of her bedroom through the living room, staying close to the walls as directed earlier and stepped onto her porch, which just last year she'd so lovingly painted and now it was ruined. Grandma must be so sad.
She walked down the driveway, feeling as though she were having an out-of-body experience and she wasn't really herself. Walking past Marcus, she felt nothing, not even when he quietly said, "I'll be watching you, Megan. Waylon's certainly going to come looking to take care of you now."
She kept walking straight to Ford's truck and stood to wait for him to catch up to her.
"You okay, Meg?"
"Yes. We should put my bag and purse in the box of the truck, so they don't smell up the cab. Do you mind?"
"No, I don't mind, but let's do this right and turn your phone off so we can't be tracked." He unlocked the tonneau cover and lifted the lid, then gently took her bags from her shoulder and set them inside. She reached in and pulled her phone from her purse, held the power button in until it began to shut off, then she gently tossed it back into her purse.
Closing the lid, he gently clutched her shoulders and turned her to the passenger side of the truck. He opened the door and helped her inside. "Buckle up."
She watched him walk in front of the truck and admired his strength. If she were honest with herself, she was grateful for it now. But she'd be careful not to rely on him too much. She'd need to keep her distance, so she didn't fall for him. That wouldn't do; then he'd go away for sure.
"You're safe now, Megan. Marcus may follow us for a while, but we'll make sure he's waylaid soon enough and unable to follow. Okay?"
True to his word, about twenty miles from town, Ford called someone and told them where they were and gave them a description of Marcus' car. It wasn't more than five minutes later, and a cop pulled onto the highway behind Marcus and turned on the lights. She watched this mostly from the side mirror just outside of her window. Seeing Marcus pull over to the curb, she twisted in the seat and glanced out the back window. Holy hell!
Turning forward, she looked at the side of Ford's face, the hint of a smile on his lips. "We're safe now." His sexy voice floated over her, and she had the weirdest sensation of a warm blanket wrapping itself around her.
"How did you do that?"
His smile grew into a stunning transformation of his face for the second time today. Wow!
"I know people."
"Right. But how powerful are these people?"
He gave her a sidelong glance and chills ran through her. Had she mentioned that she thought he was handsome? The realization of all that was him, sitting this close to her and those looks she swore she saw him give her, sent a thrill through her.
"My years as a bounty hunter have put me in touch with many people in law enforcement, so you decide how powerful they are." He turned back to watching the road, but often glanced in the rearview mirror. After a mile or so, he continued, "Besides, asking someone to stop a known associate with a drug cartel isn't calling in a huge favor." He smiled, though it was fleeting. She settled into the seat and watched the scenery fly past the window, the sun shining high in the May sky. Her thoughts ran through her mind faster than the trees and buildings outside the truck.
Ford leaned forward and turned the radio on. "What do you like to listen to?"
Her head still resting on the headrest, she rolled to face him. "Anything Bob Seger or classic rock and some of the newer country. What do you like to listen to?"
"About the same. Throw in some AC/DC and a bit of Zeppelin, and I'm a happy man."
"Seems like we're well matched."
The glance he gave her settled low in her core. She watched his jaw tighten and his Adam's apple bob but tried not to think of what any of that meant. She shouldn't have said that but trying to backtrack now seemed stupid and maybe insulting, so she opted to be quiet.
Calculating the distance they'd traveled and the total trip, she figured they were within twenty miles of their destination. He'd said ninety miles. Nerves began tightening in her gut, and her breathing grew shallow. Maybe she was making a mistake; she didn't know him at all. As she now sat thinking about it, she'd agreed to come with him because she didn't think she had any other choice; yes, she oddly felt safe with him, but now she realized they'd be in a house where no one would know where to find her, and he seemed to just control everything about the situation. What if this was some crazy master plan? He could be anyone at all, and she'd done nothing to research anything about him.
Her fingers twisted painfully in her lap. Her breathing shallowed and she fought the panic by swallowing rapidly. Her purse was in the box of the truck, so she had no money save for her tips from yesterday, which was a good day, but, still … And for that matter, her phone was back there too.
"What's making you panic right now?"
"Nothing."
"Clearly not nothing. So, let's talk it out."
She swallowed again, looked out the side window and softly stated, "I don't know you or anything about you."
"Hm." He navigated a turn off the highway and reset the cruise. "Not much to tell, really. I lost my parents four years ago. My family wants justice for them, and so do I."
"But that doesn't tell me much. I mean, it does, but why are you helping me?"
That was the real question. It simply made no sense that a stranger would care about her or her situation. She had only had one interaction with him before the fire, and now suddenly, he was spiriting her away to safety.
"You're all alone. You're in trouble. You need someone to help you."
Twisting in her seat, she looked at his face. The sun streaming in through the window highlighted his eyes. The blackness took on a whole new look in the light. Not so dark and mysterious but shiny and … beautiful. He had thick lashes and a strong, firm jawline. His classic nose and cheekbones showed great bone structure. From her nurse’s perspective, he was healthy and strong. A great specimen to mate with and bare children; that is, if she were looking.
"Right. But why do you feel compelled to be the person to help me?"



       



CHAPTER 11
Wasn't that the million-dollar question?
Navigating another corner, he turned off the county road and onto a smaller gravel road that looked like it went right up the mountain. She stopped studying him and began to examine the scenery around them.
"Look, Megan. I know this seems weird, but my job puts me in contact with many bad people. I've seen the likes of the Marcuses, the Waylons, and unfortunately, the Bobby Ray Junes of the world. I get that they prey on people who’ve done nothing wrong except being in the wrong place at the wrong time. This time, I'm in a position to help one of those people. It's not that big of a deal. At my heart, I'm a good person from a good family, and my parents raised me well."
As they meandered along the road, she gripped the edge of the seat tightly as some portions of the road seemed like it’d lead them right off the side of the mountain, tumbling down to their death. The only comfort was the trees that began crowding the edge on the downslope, which felt like a cocoon enveloping them between the mountain and the trees. Small comfort if they careened off the road and down the side, but she'd think of something else.
"Look up instead of down; it's not as scary."
Now he could read her thoughts. Great.
"How much farther?"
"One more corner and we're good."
Turning the wheel to maneuver them around the side of the hill, a large gate came into view and beyond that, a picturesque ranch home seemed to jut from the side of the mountain as if it were a part of it. Designed of wood and sided to look much like the very trees that surrounded it, it blended so well that from the bottom it would be hard to spot. Stopping at the gate, Ford rolled his window down, reached into a box at the edge of the fence and entered a code on a hidden keypad. The gates popped open and allowed them entry.
"Wow." It came out before she could stop it.
"We're safe here. As you can see," he pointed down the mountain from where they were, "it's nearly impossible to get up here without being noticed. And, once someone makes it this far, they'd need a code. The only people with the code are Emmy, Dawson, and me."
"Your siblings?"
"Yes."
Stopping at the edge of the house, he pushed the garage door button built into his truck, and they waited silently for the door to open. She had plenty to take in as they waited. The scenery from up here was fabulous. Wild flowers dotted the area here and there where the trees parted and allowed the sun to shine through. Most of the remainder of the terrain was rocky but serene. They pulled into the garage, and the first thing she noticed was it was finished off and decorated in a country motif. Large eight-by-eight beams served as headers for the doors and windows. The doors were vertical barn boards with crossbeams creating an “X” in the middle of each. The whole garage looked heavily built and sturdy.
"Come on in and welcome to my home."
"I thought you said it wasn't yours or it was empty or something."
"Yeah. It's a long story."
"Well, it appears we'll have the time."
Ford lifted the tonneau cover of his truck and pulled her bag and purse from the back. He handed them to her as he walked past, pulling keys from his pocket. Inserting a key into the door, she watched as it swung open and the inside revealed itself to her.
Stepping into the kitchen, the same eight-by-eight header beams were evident as well as the barnwood doors. White cabinets graced three walls, and the dark granite countertops gleamed. The light fixtures all looked like old Mason jars, and rusty frames and shades held them in place. The pendant lights above the center island looked to be an old hay trolley with the same Mason jar lanterns suspended from it. Across from the island was a floor-to-ceiling fireplace of stacked stone in earth tones, and the same wooden beam as the headers served as a mantle. Completely unique and so incredible.
"Wow. This is amazing."
Looking to Ford, she saw the pride on his face. That same peaceful smile formed on his lips. "Thank you. The wood for the headers, mantle, and doors came from my father's barn. He helped me build this place. It was the last thing we did together."
He sucked in a deep breath and her heart hammered in her chest. "You have this beautiful home to remember him. Did you enjoy the process of building this house with your dad?"
Nodding, he stood at the French doors and looked out onto the side of the mountain. "It was very special. As a kid, Dad could always fix everything, but building this home, I realized just how incredible his talent was." Turning to face her, he finished, "I learned so much from him."
Watching his face soften and then sadden broke her heart. She knew what it felt like to know you'd never see the people you loved anymore. It hurt.
"He left you with the most special gift. He taught you how to do something for yourself. Someday you'll be able to teach your children something their grandfather taught you."
His posture straightened. Clearing his throat, he said, "Um, yeah, well, anyway, your bedroom is over here." He walked toward a room off the living room/kitchen, the open concept intriguing and homey. The dark hardwood floors gleamed, the light tan walls soothing. The huge cream colored large pile area rug in front of the fireplace made her want to lay down and burrow in.
"You'll have your own bathroom just outside your door here." Reaching in, he flipped a light switch, and a classy bathroom with cream colored walls, a half bourbon barrel pedestal for the sink and the glass block enclosed shower greeted her. The copper fixtures and tile in the shower blended to create a sense of arms wrapping her in warmth. Whoever decorated this home knew what they were doing.
"It's beautiful."
Redness tinted his cheeks, but he smiled softly and locked gazes with her. When did those deep black pools begin to look sexy to her? Swallowing, he ducked out of the bathroom and stepped into the room next door. "This is your room. I hope you'll feel safe and comfortable here."
Stepping into the room, the dusty sage comforter and matching pillows called to her. When was the last time she'd slept? Three or four days now, if she were counting. Walking to the windows across from the bedroom, she marveled at the view she'd see when she’d wake in the morning. Mountains were in the distance, dotted with colorful flowers and green trees. How long did it take a person to tire or get used to this view? The blue of the sky was the crispest blue and set off the colors of the ground scenery perfectly. Turning, she saw a large wooden dresser, the drawers decorated with wrought iron handles.
"My father made that dresser and the bed. He also made the dresser and bed in my room."
She turned to look at the headboard on the bed; it was an old wooden door with wrought iron accents. "He was very talented."
Swallowing in rapid succession, she watched as he composed himself before saying anything. He simply turned and stepped from the room.
Following him out and deciding to change the subject, she asked, "Where may I do a little laundry? I'd like to get the smoky smell from my clothing, so I don't stink up the house."
"It's in the basement. Follow me." She followed him to the staircase just off the living room, down the steps, and into a finished lower level decorated the same as the upstairs. Opening the door to the left, they stepped into the laundry room, which was more than she expected. Front load washer and dryer sat on wooden pedestals with cabinets that matched the kitchen. A folding area stood along one wall with cabinets underneath.
"Help yourself to whatever you need. The laundry soap and fabric softener are under there." He pointed to one of the cabinets. "I'll get us something to eat for lunch while you situate yourself."
"You don't have to do that, Ford. I don't want—”
"We have to eat, and you need to start your laundry. It's fine." He turned to leave, and her heart thumped in her chest almost painfully. He was a kind man. Sad. Strong. Sexy. Everything a lucky woman could want. This was going to be hard staying here with him and not getting too close.



       



CHAPTER 12
Rummaging through the cupboards to find something to scrounge up for dinner, he tried relaxing his jaw. If he kept it clamped tightly like he was doing now, he'd end up with lockjaw or arthritis or something equally awful. But he was irritated that he was here in this house; he’d sworn he wouldn't come back until it was his completely—lock, stock, and barrel. The trouble was, when he tried to think of a safe place to keep Megan, this was the first place that came to mind. He knew it was safe; he'd built it with safety in mind. In his line of work, it wasn't uncommon for some of the people he had to locate to have angry family members or associates, and he didn't want to be taken unawares. Which reminded him—walking to the desk in the corner of the living room, he unlocked the top drawer. Lifting the lid on the laptop he kept in there, he waited for it to wake up, logged in, and pulled up his security system. Turning all the cameras on and monitoring the entire property via closed circuit monitors, he went back to the kitchen to finish looking for something to eat. Tomorrow he'd have to see if Emmy could bring some food up here.
A few cans of soup, some crackers, and some cans of peaches would be lunch—pretty bleak. Maybe he'd call Emmy to bring supper up. Turning, he spied the wine rack. Aah, things were looking up. Selecting a nice, full bodied red sangria, he set it on the counter as he pulled a pan from the drawer below the stove to heat the soup in. Setting to the task of pulling bowls and spoons from their respective spaces, he set their eating places at the counter. Wiping the dust from the wineglasses, he set them in front of the bowls and opened the shallow drawer that held the wine opener.
Popping the cork from the top, Megan entered the kitchen, a soft smile on her face. "How long have you lived here?"
"About eleven years."
She walked to the French doors and looked out over the scenery. "But you don't live here now?"
"No."
"Why?"
"It's a long story." He poured their glasses of wine. "It's also temporary."
She turned toward him, crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him. "Where do you live since you're not living here?"
He took a deep breath. Figures she'd want to know all about him. He didn't usually share much of his life. Still too much up in the air.
"I have a little cottage down the mountain by my sister's house. I stay there when I'm not working."
He watched her move toward him. The sun streaming through the French doors perfectly outlined her body in those sexy jeans and pink T-shirt. Purely sexy from head to toe. He'd bet she didn't even know it. Her full breasts jiggled as she walked, and his mouth went dry. It'd been far too long. Unfortunately, he hadn't thought this through completely. Staying here with her just might be harder than he thought.
"So, you work so much you have a house in the mountains you don't want to live in because it's a long story, so you stay in the cabin down by your sister. And then you go to work. Is that about right?"
"About."
She chuckled. "Well, I don't know how I'm going to get any peace here what with you talking so much and all."
Turning to the stove, he stirred the soup, twisted the knob on the stove to turn the burner off and filled both of their bowls.
"Vegetable soup and crackers and wine. It's not much, but it's all I have. I'll call Emmy to bring up some food later. I also have some meat in the freezer downstairs that I can thaw if Emmy's busy."
He sat next to her at the counter, and they began eating in silence. Or so he thought.
"What does Emmy do for a living?"
"She's a defense attorney. A damn good one too."
"Is your whole family involved with criminals?"
He chuckled. "Nah, just Emmy and me. Dawson’s a plumber and owns his own company. He deals in shit, just not the same kind as Emmy and me."
She giggled. "That's a good one."
"So, tell me about Waylon. Why did you marry a piece of scum like him to begin with?"
She bit into a cracker and stared straight ahead. "Gosh damn, but isn't that the million-dollar question right now? I've been kicking myself since the first year."
She sipped her wine, and he watched her swallow, the graceful curve of her neck, her unblemished skin, her auburn hair looked thick and shiny, and he wanted to touch it—run his fingers through its softness and tuck the strands that had escaped her ponytail behind her delicate ear.
"In high school, he followed me around like a sad puppy. No matter where I went, he found me. After a while, I started talking to him, and he seemed nice enough. We became friends—just hanging out and watching television. I helped him with his homework and found him bright and eager to learn. He seemed ambitious, and I thought he'd really make something of himself. I went off to college in Kentucky for nursing, and he stayed in touch. When I came home to work at Kane County Hospital, he asked me out. It's not like I had a ton of other prospects, so I went out with him. We talked about his dreams for the future. He said he was working with a guy he liked and that he felt he'd be moving up in the company and was excited about it."
"What did he do?" Leaning back with his glass of wine, he watched her lips as she spoke.
"He said he was in transportation. Moving product." She sipped her wine again, then turned her head. "I was too stupid to ask what kind of product he moved. It took me years to figure it out." She shook her head, her lips turned into a frown.
"So, he was good at hiding it?"
"No, not really. I was just too absorbed in my own head to see it. By then my grandma had gotten sick and had to go to the nursing home. I changed jobs from Kane County to the nursing home, so I could watch over her. I spent a lot of time with her and Waylon worked weird hours and didn't demand a lot of my time. I actually thought it was nice. I could stay after work and sit with Grandma and not worry about having to be home at exactly five o'clock or something." She chuckled and shook her head.
"But, what happened then?"
She finished her glass of wine, and he reached forward to pour her another. He topped off his glass and sat back in his chair. He liked her voice. Not high-pitched and irritating, and when she chuckled, it was throaty and sexy.
"Oh, well, Grandma passed, and I was home more, and I began noticing things. Things came to a head when Waylon asked me to drop off a box for him at an associate's house in town. I should have asked what was in it, but I was still pretending I hadn't married a man who was capable of doing something illegal. I got caught up in a sting. The box contained money, and it appeared that I was a courier. I was arrested, thrown in jail for a couple of days until my sister could get me out, and then I divorced Waylon."
He stared into her eyes, telling himself not to get lost in them. "So, he was running drugs; that was the product he was transporting?"
"Yep, pretty stupid of me not to see it, right?"
"I wouldn't say that. It's amazing what we don't see when it's right there under our noses."
He jumped up to clear the dishes, but she followed him around the counter with her bowl in her hand. "I can clean up; you cooked."
"You're a guest. My mom would kick my ass if she thought I was making a guest work."
She giggled and shook her head. "Funny what sticks with us, isn't it?"
When she tilted her head up to smile at him, his gut twisted. He swallowed to moisten his instantly dried up throat and clenched his jaw—arthritis be damned. He inhaled deeply to get control of his breathing but what he smelled was her fresh, clean scent. Bad move.
Her face softened as she held his gaze, her head tipped slightly to the left, which allowed him the perfect position to just lean forward and ... his lips touched hers, lightly at first but he felt her moan, the light rumble vibrating between them. Then her hand gently lay against his cheek. He deepened the kiss, his tongue sliding in at her invitation and the heady taste of wine and feel of her slippery tongue as it slid along his, exploring and tasting her fully made his head spin. Her hand fisted into his shirt, and his arms pulled her into his body. The instant her soft breasts flattened against his chest, his body came to life.
He pulled away gently and laid his forehead against hers until he could catch his breath. His heartbeat sounded loud in his ears, and he wondered if she could hear it too. Then she stepped back, and he could see her nipples through the pink T-shirt she wore. He'd need a code word for himself to drag his mind from her, her body, her being, and dampen any desire he was feeling. Tamra. He'd think of his wife; that would do it.



       



CHAPTER 13
Holy hell! She was bewildered that kissing could feel like that. Had her body ever responded to Waylon that way? The answer was a resounding no. Her heart was beating so hard she thought she'd pass out. Earth moving was an apt description. Her nipples beaded up, and the instant wetness between her legs sent a whole riot of emotions running through her. When he pulled her into his firm muscular body, her knees shook so badly she had to grip his shirt to keep from falling. Then he pulled away, and she wanted to cry at the loss.
Taking a deep breath, she stepped back again. "I should check on my laundry."
She saw him clench his jaw before she turned quickly and escaped to the basement, her face on fire. Switching her wet clothing to the dryer and hanging her wet bras on a hanger to dry, she tried focusing on what she was doing, but her head kept going back to the man upstairs who honestly seemed too good to be true. He was responsible, held a job, though it was terribly dangerous, and he was so very easy on the eyes. He thought nothing of bringing her here, a complete stranger, to keep her safe. He was nothing like Waylon.
Then her thoughts floated to that useless sack of human skin, Waylon. Besides working at all things illegal and wanting to get ahead in an organization that would always put them in danger, he'd gotten her arrested—on purpose. She'd found out after her arrest that he had gotten information that there was possibly something going down, and he felt that keeping her unaware ensured her release from jail because she'd have no information to release to authorities. She could still feel the anger of finding out he'd cared more for his stupid damned job than her. But in all honesty, hadn't she always cared more for hers and her grandmother than him? They'd been more roommates than lovers or husband and wife. Each living a separate life from the other. Thinking about it now made her sad and mad for the lost time in her life.
"You look lost in thought."
She jumped at the sound of his voice and being caught in her thoughts. Heat raged up her body and landed on her cheeks and ears as she turned to stare into the deep dark depths of his eyes. Damn, it would be so easy to look into his eyes forever. But that couldn't happen.
"Yeah, I guess I was." She glanced at her bras hanging in plain sight, and her cheeks burned hotter. She walked across the room where the counter for folding clothes stood, to bring his attention away from her hanging undergarments. "Um, did you need something?"
His lips turned up at the corners. "No, I just came down to pull something from the freezer for supper. Emmy can't come up tonight, but she'll bring groceries tomorrow. We'll have meat and scrounge up something else for the sides." Stepping back, he stopped. "Please tell me you aren't a vegetarian."
Laughing, she shook her head. "No, I'm a carnivore. It's all good."
Nodding, he stepped from the doorway and disappeared. She couldn't stop herself from watching him walk down the hall. His ass was perfectly shaped and wore his jeans well. Firm round cheeks flowed into muscular legs. There was something about a man's well shaped thighs that had always been a turn on to her. His biker boots finished his attire, and she thought he'd look good no matter what he wore—a tuxedo or jeans and a T-shirt. Hearing the freezer door close, she stepped back into the laundry room and busied herself with her wet garments. Twisting the knob on the dryer to start the tumbling of her clothing, she tossed her dark clothing into the washer to clean up the last of her smelly clothes. Hopefully, that smell would wash away. Boots on the floor drew her gaze to the doorway. His dark head appeared for only a second as he held up a frozen roast, a captivating smile on his lips. "Roast beef for dinner; we won't starve."
Without waiting for a reply, he continued on upstairs, and she imagined what that would look like. Sucking in a deep breath, she pushed herself away from the counter and made her way upstairs. Her stomach rolled and tightened, but there were worse things than spending time with a handsome, yet sometimes scary man.
At the top of the stairs, she saw him sitting at a desk, his back slightly turned toward her, a computer up on the desk and a phone in his hand.
"I'm aware, Rory. I just need to make sure Megan's feeling secure here before ..."
She froze, and he turned toward her. Their eyes locked, and he sat forward in his chair. As he stood, she turned abruptly and went into the room he'd allowed her to stay in. Her heart oddly hurt a bit at the implication that he might—what? Be using her to find Waylon? That's what she thought right now. Make sure she's feeling secure before he started grilling her with questions? Or, what else?
Furiously blinking away the tears, she walked to the window and looked out at the picturesque mountains and the vast array of colors that greeted her. Purples and yellows in the flowers that grew on the stony surface and the deep greens in the trees contrasted and brightened the blue hue of the sky to almost blindingly bright.
"Hey."
She spun around at the sound of his voice, so deep and sexy. But when she looked at him, she saw a puzzled look on his face. His brows were furrowed, and his lips turned slightly down.
"Are you okay?"
"Yes." Her tone wasn't clipped, but it was curt.
"You sure? Seems as though something's wrong."
"Why do I need to feel secure?"
He crossed his arms which made the muscles in his biceps bulge, and the effect was totally awesome. Dammit. He leaned against the doorframe and tried to look casual—he was anything but. His spine was rigid, and she'd learned that when he was trying to control himself, he clenched his jaw, which he was doing right now.
"Don't you want to feel secure?"
Planting her hands on her hips, she replied, "Of course I do. Who doesn't? But, why specifically do I before ... whatever you were going to say? I don't know where Waylon is. I haven't in years. Why don't you believe me?"
"For the record ..." He paused, and it made her nervous. His dark eyes bored into hers, and with his jaw tight, he looked like scary Ford again. "I would like to make sure you feel secure here before I leave and go find Bobby Ray. In case you've forgotten, the murderer of my parents and your ex-husband are out there on the loose and committing crimes. Rather than being worried about whether or not you know where Waylon is, why don't you start thinking about someone else? Did it ever cross your mind that helping us find him and maybe Bobby Ray may help keep a lot of other innocent people safe?" He pushed himself from the doorjamb with a jerk of his shoulder. Hands at his sides, he turned to walk out the door but paused for a moment before adding, "I get you've had a rough week. But you aren't the only one."
And all she saw was his retreating back. The instant he left the room, she felt bereft and horrible. Had she been only thinking of herself? The argument could be and had been made to that effect. She'd lost her house, but she didn't lose her parents. Not like he had, anyway.
Hearing the back door open and close, she stepped from the safety of the bedroom and glanced out the kitchen window. Ford practically stomped out to the garage behind the house, opened the door, and disappeared inside. Her heart felt heavy, and she was ashamed of herself. Hearing the buzzer on the dryer go off, she went to the basement and pulled her dried clothing from the dryer and hung them on the hangers on a clothes rod between the cabinets—hopefully camouflaging her bras from his sight until they dried. How mortifying that had been.
Deciding she needed to be more appreciative, she made her way upstairs and scrounged around in the cupboards and refrigerator to see if she could find something to make for supper to go with their roast. She found a box of pasta and olive oil, and upon inspection of the cabinets, she found spices and enough ingredients to make a pesto. It wouldn't have the flavor of pesto with fresh herbs, but it would be something. Finding a box of Jell-O, she made them dessert to go with the rest. Pulling together her pesto and Jell-O, she placed the individual glasses filled with Jell-O in the refrigerator to firm up and set to the task of making the roast. Seasoning and placing it in the oven, she felt like she was contributing instead of just taking. It felt good.
    
Setting the smaller dining table alongside the counter, opposite the room from Ford's desk, she arranged the plates and silverware. Wineglasses sat before the plates, and a bottle of red sat in the middle of the table—opened and breathing before dinner.
Her stomach flipped when she heard the back door open and close, and Ford's footsteps coming toward her. She turned and caught his eyes with hers as he rounded the corner to the kitchen.
"It smells amazing in here. I was just coming in to make supper, but it looks as though you have it covered."
"Thank you. I hope you don't mind that I rummaged around. I found some things that I hope will be suitable for a side and a dessert. The roast should be ready in about ten minutes, so your timing is great."
"I'll just go shower up quickly then." He continued across the living room and to a doorway that she'd looked at but was afraid to peek into for fear she'd feel too nosy.
Emptying the pasta from the pot, she poured the pesto over it and tossed it in the pan. Pulling the roast from the oven, she had to admit, everything smelled fantastic. She sliced the meat and arranged it on a plate and set it on the table. Ford sauntered in, hair still wet and gleaming, his black Harley shirt clinging in the spots he'd dried fleetingly and left damp. Wearing his customary blue jeans, she smiled that he always seemed ready for anything but so very handsome.
"Smells great."
"Thanks."
She sat as he poured their wine. Smiling as he eagerly dug into the roast, the tightness in her stomach eased.
"I'm sorry about earlier, Ford. I guess I was having a very long pity party for myself, and I apologize."
"I understand. It's over, let's move forward."
Nodding, she twirled her fragrant pasta on her fork and scooped it into her mouth. Not bad for a thrown together dish. "Why don't you live here? This is an amazing kitchen with the most outstanding view. Plus, all of the special wood and memories of your dad. I don't understand."
Swallowing his food, he sipped at his wine. "I have to settle some personal things before I can live here again. But, it'll happen."
"I hope so. I mean, I hope so for you." They finished their meal while chatting about the mountains, his parents, and his siblings. She told him about her sister, Delaney, and brother, Cord. It was nice.
"Let's take our wine into the living room and sit in front of the fire. It'll start getting chilly in a little while. As soon as the sun begins setting, the weather changes here."
He leaned before the fireplace and expertly started a fire, which she had to admit was impressive. Watching the muscles in his back strain and stretch as he moved was exciting. She tightened her thighs to stem the wetness as she watched him. Waylon never had this effect on her, and it was mystifying.
He moved to sit on the sofa next to her—it was cozy. The only light in the room was from the fire and the light above the stove; the soft glow and glasses of wine made her tummy feel funny. Relaxing for the first time in weeks, she let out a sigh.
"It's nice, isn't it?"
"It sure is." She laid her head back on the sofa, and her eyes drifted closed. The next thing she knew, she felt like she was floating on a cloud. With leather and wood scent of man and firm arms around her, she'd never felt so safe in her life. She lived in the mountains with a view so beautiful, it could make a stone cry. She felt loved in a way she'd never felt in all her forty-two years. The loneliness of her life peeled away, and she knew what life could be like.



       



CHAPTER 14
He had to admit she was a beauty. Thick auburn hair and those eyes of green reminded him of a fresh spring morning. So fresh and full of promise. She felt light as a feather as he carried her to the bedroom he'd had his sister decorate for him. He'd scoffed when she came up with the dusty sage color, but he had to admit, it worked.
Laying Megan on the bed, he bent down to remove her shoes. A little moan escaped her lips, and he looked up to see her eyes on him. "Sorry, I guess I fell asleep."
"That's okay. It's been a long few days, and I'll bet you didn't sleep much the last couple of nights."
She chuckled. "No."
He set her shoes on the floor next to the bed but stopped and stared into her eyes. Her hair fanned across the pillow and the green of her eyes blended with the sage of the comforter. Totally beautiful.
Without thought, he leaned down and kissed her lips lightly—thinking just a little peck would be enough to hold him over. Since he'd kissed her earlier, he'd replayed that kiss in his mind a million times. Her lips were soft and molded to his perfectly. When her breasts pressed against his chest, he tried remembering a time when a woman felt that good against him, but he couldn't recall such a feeling.
Pulling back so he didn't get carried away, he was shocked when her hand wrapped around his nape and pulled him down for another kiss. Fuller and bolder this time, his body responded. He cupped her face between his hands as he tilted her head slightly to fit his lips perfectly to hers. His tongue slid along hers, and when she whimpered, his heart raced.
His fingers itched to touch her body, feel her soft breasts fill his hands, and without thought, he slid a hand down to cup her. Just as he thought, she filled his hand as if she were made just for him. Her soft hands sifted through his hair, her nails lightly scratching his scalp. It sent a shiver down his body, and his breathing grew stilted.
Pulling back, he lay his forehead against hers.
"Wow," she whispered, and he had to agree.
"I better let you get some rest. You have to deal with my sister tomorrow. She's a force all on her own." Smiling to add levity, he stood to his full height, but her hand caught his.
"Thank you for making sure I'm safe. I haven't said it, but I do appreciate it." A soft smile spread across her lips, and his heart practically stopped at the sight of her.
"You're welcome." His voice cracked; he cleared his throat and took a step back. Better to have some distance. But the second her hand fell away, he felt lonely. "Sleep well, Megan."
Closing the bedroom door on his way out, he let out a deep breath. Picking up the fire poker, he jabbed a few times at the logs still emitting a soft glow. Sparks flew up the chimney, and he watched them rise until he couldn't see them anymore. He was in over his head here. Somewhere along the way, she ceased to be a woman who needed help and became a woman he was deeply attracted to and wanted. When he'd walked in from the garage after having his pity party, the smell of a freshly cooked meal and her standing in his kitchen hit him hard. It was the sight he'd always longed for in this house. At one time, he thought that person would be Tamra, but she turned out to be someone different from what he'd thought. She'd hated this house, hated living here, hated him, hated everything, including their son, even though she pretended to care about Falcon when it was convenient.
Megan was embroiled in some shit that he didn't even know the extent of, and on top of that, the drugs. He had no inkling that she used or ever had used, but she had a connection, and he wanted nothing to do with that.
He'd try and get a good night’s rest and deal with digging in to where Bobby Ray and Waylon were in the morning. Turning toward his computer on the desk in the corner, he checked the security system, then quickly browsed his emails. Nothing of huge importance about his case, but a quick note from Falcon.
Dad, things have been quiet here most of the day. We assume the insurgents are planning something, but we're ready. We sent out more balloons this morning and found a few of them in the pot fields. Other than that, hope all is well with you. Aunt Emmy sent me a giant box of cookies, which I'll admit didn't make it very long. My buddies and I devoured them. She should have opened a bakery.
Anyway, I'll call when I can, but in the meantime, I love you, and things are quiet here in Kandahar.
Falcon
Staring at the monitor, several emotions flooded his body. Pride. He was so proud of his son. He'd grown to be a fabulous man. He'd moved up the ranks in the Army quickly because of his work ethic. He'd instilled that in him from the beginning. Falcon's rank was already the same grade as his own at E7. But Falcon had already told his dad he was staying in. He loved it in the Army.
Clicking on reply, he penned an email to his son.
It's so good to hear from you, and I'm glad things are quiet. Don't let your guard down. Emmy will be thrilled to hear you devoured her cookies; that's why she sent them. I'm sure there will be more coming as soon as she hears how much you love them.
Things are quiet here. I'm back at the house for a while and more determined than ever to find a way to stay here permanently. I miss you and wish you were here. Do you have a return date to the states?
Keep your head down.
Love, Dad
Closing his eyes, he sent up a silent prayer for Falcon's safe return. Another for himself. He would need it to keep his head about him and accomplish all he needed to. Things were getting complicated.



       



CHAPTER 15
Waking with the sun streaming in through the windows, she sat up in the bed and marveled at this view. For as far as she could see, the mountains greeted her with greens and flowers, and white caps had been added overnight. It was stunning. Wrapping her arms around her bent knees, she rested her chin on them and allowed her thoughts to float to Ford.
How could he be happier in a cabin at the bottom of the mountain than up here with this view? This house held so much meaning for him. From the wood used to build it to the memories of his father building it with him. It made no sense that he had something to “work out.” But, it really wasn't her business, so she'd only hope he'd share if he wanted, and if not, he wasn't the man she thought he was. It would help her keep her emotions in check cause she’d never be with a man again who kept secrets from her. Not again. Not ever.
Throwing the covers aside, she left her warm, comfy bed and rummaged in the dresser for her clothes. Stepping quietly to the door, she listened to see if he was in the kitchen. Her bedroom was across the house from his, but he had a straight view from the kitchen area to the bathroom door, and she didn't want him to see her until she showered and added a little bit of makeup. She'd figure out what to do with her hair after she saw what it did in this humidity.
Silence greeted her, so she cracked the door, peeked out, didn't see Ford, and skittered quickly to the adjacent door. Twisting the handle to start the shower warming, she again marveled at the beauty of this house. The earth toned tile work in the bathroom was something of a professional designer’s touch. Perfectly matched border tiles and copper fixtures set the room’s tone to natural, from the earth, but also pleasing to the eye. Undressing and stepping under the warm stream of water, a wild shiver raced down her body. A little bit of heaven after all she'd been through.
After showering and drying her hair, the humidity won and the curls she tried so hard to hide made their appearance. She didn't have a flat iron here, so she'd need to resort to ponytails to tame the wild mess. Pulling it high up on her head, she wrapped it around in a messy bun, donned some mascara and lip gloss and heaved out a big sigh. She was nervous to see him this morning, though she didn't know why. Probably because she'd kissed him back last night. Being honest, she wanted to do more than that. He was simply the most handsome man she'd ever met. His quiet reserve was comforting to be around. Then there was the commitment to his family and the way his voice changed when he spoke of his father. It softened and lowered. His face took on a serene quality when he spoke of his parents. And, when he talked about Emmy, it was as if he couldn't stop the soft smile that widened his full, sensual lips. This man cared. She couldn't recall being around a man who cared for the people in his life.
Hesitating a moment, she lay her hand on her stomach to quell the rolling. "Here goes," she whispered as she pulled the door open. Scooping up her pajamas, she scurried to the bedroom and lay the folded night clothes at the foot of the bed. The aroma of coffee wafted in and her mouth watered. Her favorite thing in the morning was the smell of coffee.
Softly walking into the open area that served as the living room and kitchen, her heartbeat sped up. He stood at the stove, scrambling eggs. The tight Army green T-shirt he wore stretched across his shoulders. It molded to his body like a glove, and for the first time, she could actually see the muscular frame beneath. The green hugged his frame like a lover, narrowed at his waist, and disappeared into the softly faded jeans. Just like the pants he wore yesterday, these hugged his perfectly shaped ass and strong thighs, revealing the incredible shape he was in. A soldier still. Her head turned to the array of pictures on the fireplace mantle and the photographs of a younger Ford in his uniform. The smile on his handsome face was breathtaking. Another with him and men alongside and kneeling in front of him, dirt smudged on their faces and a dessert behind them. Counting out the years, she guessed this was the Dessert Storm conflict, and he was there. She wanted to ask last night but lost her nerve. Some soldiers didn't like talking about the conflict they'd seen.
"That's my crew in Iraq. We were there for a year before coming home." He took a deep breath, and his voice cracked. "Not all of us came home."
He walked across the room to the fireplace, and as if a rope tied them together, she followed. As she stood next to him, she realized just how tall he was—at least a foot taller than her. Raising his arm, he pointed to the men in the picture. "Seth died a week after this picture was taken." Moving to the man to his right, he said, "Smith did as well." Moving past himself, he pointed to the man on his left. "Jackson came home with one arm. The next in line … Rory is my best friend and the Chief Detective in Lynyrd Station." The two men kneeling in front of him in the picture is where his finger went next. "Lincoln and Dodge both came home when Rory, Jackson, and I did." A softness washed over his face as his eyes searched the faces in the picture, but she'd stopped looking at the men and watched Ford. "This picture was taken after we were engaged in battle just outside of Baghdad. We defeated the enemy that day with no casualties. It was always a reason to celebrate when that happened. We didn't have alcohol there, so we celebrated with a glass of milk from the mess tent and candy bars we bought from the Iraqi traders that wandered the dessert."
He moved on to other pictures on the mantle, and she was torn between watching him and looking at the pictures. Her heart flipped and beat an irregular rhythm as she gazed at his profile. Strong firm jaw, not clenched in frustration or control, but softened in what she'd describe as love. She wondered what it would feel like for him to look at her that way. She gently shook her head to turn her thoughts away from that train of thought. Didn't she just tell herself to keep her feelings at bay?
"This is Emmy and her family. Her husband, Scott, and Dillon and Raye Anne." He moved on to the picture alongside. "This is my brother, Dawson. His wife Sylvia, and their kids, David, Jessica, Matthew, and Mark."
Moving to the larger portrait of an older couple, the man's dark head and eyes identical to Ford's, she knew without a doubt that these were his parents. "My parents, Ray and Darlene Montgomery. The finest people to ever walk the earth."
Sadness washed over his beautiful face, and her heart hurt for him. Without thought, she wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed him to her. Pressing her cheek to his chest, she let his scent seep into her. Leather and wood and man. Her eyes closed as she listened to his strong heartbeat against her face and as his arms wrapped around her in return, she heard his heartbeat speed up.
When she felt him lay his cheek on the top of her head and heard him inhale her scent, she squeezed her eyes shut tighter, and her body shook with a riot of emotions she struggled to understand.
His arms tightened around her shoulders, pulling her tighter to him, flattening her body to his, their hearts beat together in a steady rhythm she didn't recognize but knew it was pure. She lifted her head and felt bad when he stood taller, removing his cheek from her head. Lifting her right hand, she cupped his jaw, gently running her thumb over his freshly shaven cheek. His dark, shiny eyes bored into hers, and her breathing tumbled from her lungs in short bursts. His head began to lower, but he stopped, never breaking eye contact with her. Softly smiling and praying he'd kiss her, it was as if he could read her mind. When his lips touched hers, the excitement that raced through her body was difficult to contain.
Pliant, soft lips enveloped hers and instantly commanded her mouth. His delicious tongue, tasting of fresh coffee and warm against hers danced in her mouth—touching, tasting, and exploring every surface. A moan—more like a whimper—escaped her throat and a groan from him. His breathing grew stilted, and she realized that she had the same effect on him as he had on her. It was exhilarating and exciting, and her heart opened to something new and delicious even though it was scary. Her experience with men was limited to Waylon, and her body never responded to him as it did to Ford. She suddenly felt stupid and naïve and out of her league. Ford probably had women all over the world panting for his attention. But, more than ever, she wanted to learn, feel, explore, and be wanted as a woman. Desirable and beautiful and worthy of a man like this man right here in her arms.
"Okay, someone come and help me carry in groceries."
She jumped back as a woman's voice carried in from the garage door.
A handsome smile appeared on his face. "That's Emmy. Hang on."
He turned toward the garage, and she admired his retreating backside a moment before following him to help.
Reaching the door that separated the house from the garage, what she saw was Ford hugging a woman about her height with his same dark hair tight to him. When they separated, he glanced at her and motioned with his hand for her to join them.
"Megan, this is Emmy, my sister. Emmy, Megan."
"Nice to meet you, Megan. Has my crabby brother been giving it to you?"
Her cheeks flamed so brightly she could feel it in her ears. "Um …"
Emmy cocked her head just a bit and burst out laughing. "Well, now I really need to know what's been going on." Stepping closer to her, Emmy continued, "I meant giving you grief. He can be a real sorry soul sometimes, but the bright red of your cheeks tells me you two have been involved in much more."
"Um. I ..."
"Leave her alone, Em." He turned his dark gaze to her, a bit of mirth in his expression. "I told you she was a force."
"Well, now that we've got that out of the way, here you go." She handed grocery bags to both of them and grabbed two herself and headed into the house. Ford closed the tailgate of her SUV and smiled at her as he followed his sister into the house.
Her panties dampened with just his smile. To say “Oh. My. Gawd.” would be an understatement. His kind smile was breathtaking. He probably didn't even realize what a picture he made.
Numbly following them into the house with the groceries, she worked to focus on not tripping—on her words or her feet. All this before her first cup of coffee; it was going to be a long day.



       



CHAPTER 16
He'd need to keep his distance. That's what he knew right now. Three times he'd kissed her, and each time, his feelings became jumbled into a mash of something he couldn't describe. First of all, his life was a mess on its own. Secondly, he had to leave here—and soon—to find Bobby Ray, if for no other reason than one of the women standing in his kitchen right this minute. Emmy. She and Dawson trusted him to bring Bobby Ray to trial, and he'd do just that. His parents deserved that. And third, Tamra. He still had that wreckage to clean up, but he was more determined than ever to extricate her from his life. Bringing another woman, even one as special as Megan, into that chaos, was crazy.
"So, tell me what the plan is?"
Emmy and Megan both looked at him, waiting for a response to Emmy's question.
Taking a deep breath, he responded, "I want to get Megan secured up here where she won't be found by Marcus and his happy henchmen, then I'm going back down to South Point to bring in Bobby Ray."
"Okay, good." Emmy took charge, always, which is what made her a damn good attorney, but sometimes she could be over-bearing. His back stiffened as he recognized overbearing Emmy coming out. He poured a cup of coffee for Megan and slid it across the counter to her, along with a sugar bowl and creamer pot. He glanced at his sister, who held up her neon green covered cup she almost always carried. Nodding, he warmed his own up with a topping of fresh coffee from the pot. He watched Megan smile when he slid her cup to her then slowly poured a dash of creamer from the pot into it. She drank her coffee just like he did, cream no sugar.
Her delicate fingers wrapped around the cup which seemed an effort to warm her fingers from the cup but maybe she was holding on to something in case Emmy began barking out orders for their lives.
"So, when will that be? Tomorrow, the next day? And what do you need Dawson and me to do?”
"Em, slow down." His eyes flicked to Megan, and his heart sped up when hers locked onto his. He'd just noticed that her hair was an auburn pile of curls on top of her head and it softened her features, almost making her look like a younger woman in her early twenties. He knew otherwise from Waylon's file, which stated she was forty-two. The soft column of her neck exposed how petite her bone structure was. The line of her collarbone made his fingers itch to touch her creamy skin. Those green eyes always seemed to stop him in his tracks. He'd tossed and turned last night remembering the way she looked laying on the bed in the other room, the way her eyes beaconed him to touch her, kiss her, fuck her. He'd seen it there, or maybe he'd imagined it because that's what he was thinking. But she was too vulnerable right now, and he didn't want to make that mistake again. The last time had been disturbing, to say the least.
"Well, it seems I may have interrupted something here this morning since you two can't stop making googly eyes at each other, so I'll just say this. You need to get rid of Tamra and get on with your life. You need to get this house out of her name and into yours only, and you need to bring peace to Mom and Dad. With that, I'm off to a soccer game this morning. Dillon is starting. I told him you couldn't make it because of work, but we're hoping you can make it next week."
Taking a breath and turning to Megan, his sister beamed at her. "Please join Ford at Dillon's soccer game next week. He's pretty good and he just loves his uncle."
Picking up her cup, she strode around the counter and hugged him tightly. "I used your bank card to buy the groceries. Change the password on the gate, please, it's been two weeks. See ya." And with an absent wave, she was out the door.
Turning to Megan, he was shocked at the change in her features. Tense wasn't a strong enough word, and the air seemed to crackle with anger and hostility.
"Who's Tamra?"
Clenching his jaw, he inhaled; the time was now. "My wife."
"Your wife? You're fucking married? You kissed me. Three times. In your wife's house. In the house you share with your wife?" Each 'your wife' was punctuated with a hint of disgust.
"It's not like that."
"It never is, is it? Men always say shit like that when they've been caught cheating."
"I didn't cheat."
"You thought about it."
Raising his voice, he nearly hollered. "You don't know what I've thought about. You don't know anything about me."
"That's because you don't share. Other than those pictures this morning and a bit about your siblings and parents, you conveniently left out any talk about a fucking wife."
She turned and stalked to the patio doors, turned back, and stalked toward him. He was immensely happy the granite counter separated them right now. "Am I even safe here or is there going to be a rabid wife walking through the door any moment? She could have walked in on us kissing. Wouldn't that have been grand? What would you have said, 'It's not like that?' You're no different than Waylon. Lying, cheating. Gah." She turned to stalk away again.
"Hey!" he yelled. Her head snapped, and she swung around. Waiting a moment to gather his thoughts, he swallowed and inhaled a cleansing breath.
"First of all, I'm nothing like that piece of shit you married. Second of all, while I may still be married, we haven't lived together for years. She's living in town with her boyfriend slash supplier."
Her head jerked back slightly, but her eyes were still narrowed when she looked at him. "Yes, supplier. Tamra has been a raging drug addict for years. She blew through our money, then began hitting her parents up for money until her father finally cut her off. So, she moved in with her supplier and I suppose she pays for her drugs with sex. Don't know. Don't care."
He slammed his hand on the unforgiving granite counter and winced as the sting flew up his arm.
Her voice softened. "Why didn't you divorce her?"
He looked her in the eye. He wanted her to know he was telling the truth. He saw them glisten with moisture, and her lips sucked into her mouth in an effort to stem the crying.
"I filed for divorce years ago. But when it came to dividing up our household, she refused to let me have the house. She wanted to hurt me. She knows this house means everything to me. I offered to buy her out, even willing to pay triple the value, but she said no. So, we stalled right where we're at. I moved out, mostly, to get my thoughts in order. I've put an awful lot of emotion into this house and especially after my parents died, thinking if I left for a while I'd realize it didn't mean as much to me as I thought, and she'd see it didn't mean that much and let it go. I was wrong. It means everything to me. She hates this place and everything about it, so I know it's just to twist the knife in my back. Then I got busy looking for Bobby Ray and was gone a lot, so I just let it ride, thinking eventually she'd want to remarry and then I'd have a bit of leverage."
"If her parents cut her off financially, why wouldn't she take the money?"
"Her boyfriend, Stephano, keeps her in constant supply. She doesn't need the money anymore." Swallowing the bile that rose in his throat, he glanced at the picture of his parents, his jaw tensing painfully tight.
"I've got some things to take care of in the garage," he managed to get out before the anger that was bubbling close to the surface boiled over. He stalked out the door to the garage, hit the opener and ducked under the opening door as soon as he could. He continued on to the garage out back, punishing the ground with every step to keep from hitting something.



       



CHAPTER 17
M arried. He was still married?
It hit her hard in the gut. Tears trailed down her face and splashed onto her shirt. She'd gone and let herself begin to feel something for him, and he'd been lying to her. Or, according to him, just not sharing the whole truth. And, he was correct in that she didn't know a lot about him. It was just this stupid attraction. Then her heart softened when she saw his face change to that handsome, caring, loving man. But, she should know better. There'd never been a man in her life that was true to his word or caring. If they cared, they eventually left or screwed up in some damnable way and left her just the same. Her father, Waylon, even her brother. They all left.
Hurrying to her room, she dug through her purse and found her phone. She owed Jolie a call, but she'd still be getting kids ready for the day. She'd just send her a message and call in a bit. Holding the power button to turn it on, her mind raced, and her heart, well … she was trying to keep it from breaking. Tapping her friend's number, she sent a quick text then watched as the phone tried to connect. Nothing. That damn little circle just spinning while her phone tried connecting her to the world at large. Shit.
They'd both be better off if she just left. For some stupid reason, he wanted to help her, and she allowed it because she had nowhere to go and no one to help her. She'd just lost everything she ever owned, save for her Jeep, which was still locked in the garage wrapped in crime scene tape.
Ford managed to get calls up here, so she'd need his Wi-Fi password or figure out what was wrong with her phone. As soon as he came in, she'd get that and make arrangements to hop on a bus back to South Pass. Then, she'd figure something out, even if it meant calling her sister, Delaney. They'd have to talk eventually, and of course, she'd never hear the end of needing a favor from her. It would be miserable having to stay with her, but she was growing feelings for Ford, and she couldn't let that happen. Especially since he's married.
Sniffing away the new tears that sprang to the surface, she tossed her phone on the bed, pulled her bag from the closet, and began packing her clothing. She still had clothing hanging downstairs, so she softly walked to the basement steps and descended. Flipping the light switch, she entered the brightly lit laundry room, which she took in with new eyes. Ford and his father had built this entire house, including this room. The cabinets were painted white, but when she looked closer at the room, she saw the farmhouse sink on the opposite wall from the washer and dryer. The countertops were matching granite from the upstairs, and the tile floors looked like hardwoods. A picture hanging on the wall across from the folding counter caught her attention, and she stepped up to it to take a closer look. Three barn boards held together with two boards across the back, pushing it away from the wall a half inch. A sunflower in bright yellow and orange was painted in the middle of the barn boards, its bright green stem and leaves adding a bit more color. In the bottom right hand corner, it said D. Montgomery. Darlene—his mom. Even her touches were in this house, and she wondered if his mom helped to design some of the elements of the home.
Her chest felt heavy, her heart heavier. This home meant so much to him. He probably saw his parents on every surface, and she'd just bitched at him about it. Well, not the house but the fact he hadn't shared anything about his wife. And, honestly, who the hell was she to demand anything of him about his most personal life? She hadn't shared everything about herself either. She'd just hoped that he was beginning to feel things for her like she was feeling for him, and he’d want her to know about his life—all of his life. Isn't that what relationships were founded on? Learning about each other? Crap.
Setting about pulling her bras from the hanger and folding them on the counter, she heard a click. Freezing in mid fold, she listened again. Click. Her heartbeat raced so fast she thought she'd throw up. That was the same sound she'd heard just before her house caught on fire. They'd found her. Up here in the mountains. Oh my God!
Frantically, she ran from the room and down the hall she'd seen Ford walk down yesterday. There were other rooms and maybe a way out of the house from down here. The first room was a bedroom, decorated in red and blue military motif. Scrambling from that doorway, she ran to the next one and found the freezer he'd pulled their supper from, a furnace, water heater, and other equipment. She stopped and listened again, not hearing footsteps, but not brave enough to go upstairs. She swallowed the bile that rose in her throat and made her way to another room, which seemed bright with sunlight streaming in. It was a den with high bookshelves filled to the top with books of all kinds. An older, comfortable looking recliner sat next to a low table where a lamp sat on top and a book resting alongside with a bookmark protruding. The room felt totally different from any other room in the house and like a personal room, forbidden from the eyes of anyone else. The tall windows caught her eye, and she ran to them and looked out. This room was directly under the living room and looked out over the mountains. Trying the window, she found a latch and slid it open. Heaving herself over the sill, she didn't have far to drop before her bare feet hit the cool stones below. Not sure which direction to run, she slowly climbed up toward the back of the house, keeping herself low in case anyone was in the house and would see her and trying to keep her feet from being cut on the rocks. Once she made her way to the back of the house, she glanced at the back garage she'd seen Ford stalk off to and decided she could run to that garage and hide. She'd never be able to run down the stone driveway without shoes.
Making it to the side door of the garage, relief washed over her when she twisted the handle, and it opened. As slowly as she could, she stepped in and closed the door quietly behind her. The darkness in the room caused her to freeze to allow her eyes time to adjust. The cold cement bit into her bare feet and eerie silence greeted her. The odor of motor oil, dust, and leather greeted her nose. Shakily, she reached out to the wall, taking small steps forward, inching her way into the garage.
"Ford." Her shaky voice managed to whisper. Her hands and feet shook with fear.
As the garage slowly came into view, she could see an older Jeep parked in the back, sun from the windows streaming in, glinting off the Army green paint. Chipped and worn but oddly cared for. Alongside a cart held tools and small parts haphazardly strewn across the top. Ford isn't here, the lights are off. He must have gone for a hike or walk to clear his head. It was her own fault, she had no right to confront him.
Walking toward the Jeep, she scooted herself behind it and lowered her shaking body to the ground. Knees bent up, arms hugging them, she swallowed to push the large dry knot in her throat down. She'd just stay here for a bit until her heartbeat returned to normal. Nervousness didn't allow her to relax and constantly staying vigilant began grating on her psyche.
Wishing Ford was here right now, she squeezed her eyes closed and silently vowed that if she got out of this alive, she'd tell Ford why Marcus is after Waylon and help him figure out where to find him, and hopefully, Bobby Ray too. Admitting that he makes her feel safe didn't come as much of a shock as she would have thought.
Hearing footsteps nearing the door she'd just entered through, she stopped breathing. The clicking of the door handle sounded as loud as a bomb in the quiet room, but the erratic beating of her heart began to drown out all other sound. Biting her bottom lip to keep from whimpering, she shrank down farther, and the thought of rolling under the back of the Jeep entered her head, just as the door opened and someone stepped inside.



       



CHAPTER 18
K  icking around the garage for a few minutes, irritation and frustration gnawing at his gut, he begrudgingly admitted to himself that Megan was right. Or, partly right. Dammit, he should have told her about Tamra both times they'd chatted about his family. He was self-analyzing why he didn't come up with any answers—embarrassment, maybe? Hoping if things started up between them the answers he'd sought for the past five fucking years would magically appear to him in thin air, and he'd be able to finally rid himself of Tamra once and for all were completely and utterly stupid. Of course, it was easy to see now.
Walking to his old Jeep, actually his dad's old Jeep, he looked over all the tools and parts displayed on the cart, trying to remember where he'd left off on the repair work. Picking up a screw and some washers, he stared at them, wondering where to begin. His mind was usually quieted and focused once he got out here and worked on this old truck. But, not today. He knew stalking out and leaving never solved anything. Tucking the hardware into his pocket, he lovingly ran his hand over the softly worn leather of the driver's seat. He imagined his dad sitting there, his smile as wide as the barn, happy to be here in his beloved Jeep with his son, working together once again.
"Dad, what do I do now? She's got me tied up in knots."
His dark head turned, those deep black eyes so much like his own shined upon him, and his dad said back to him, "Go be the man I taught you to be. You screwed up. Admit it. Apologize for it. Move past it."
Swallowing the large knot in his throat, the moisture gathering in his eyes made the vision he'd imagined of his dad float away and disappear. A quick shake of his head and he knew his dad was right.
Walking quietly back to the house, he entered from the garage. Opening the back door to the house, he slipped into the back washroom to wash his hands and splash water on his face. Pulling his shaking right hand from his pocket, he dropped the screw and then one of the washers on the floor. Bending to retrieve them, he chastised himself for being clumsy and scolded himself to get a grip.
Once he'd washed and dried his hands and face, he silently walked into the kitchen. Disappointment caved in his chest when he found it empty. She looked good standing in his kitchen, smiling as she worked. Her very presence lit the room with a light from within. Crossing the floor to her bedroom, even though the door was open, he knocked and stuck his head in. "Megan?"
Greeted with silence, he tamped down the panic he'd begun to feel and checked that her bathroom was empty. As his heartbeat increased, he checked his bedroom, the mud room, and the deck off the living room patio doors. His phone sent off a double buzz, and he quickly pulled it from his back pocket. The security system alerting him that the window in the den downstairs had been opened. Rushing to the basement stairs, he descended as quietly as he could in case someone who isn't supposed to be here had entered the house. Pulling the gun from inside his waistband, he dropped his arm to his side and peered around the corner. Finding an empty hallway, he peered into each door as he advanced to the den.
Glancing around the doorway, what he's greeted with was an empty room and an open window. He managed to groan out "Megan" before rushing and looking out at the ground below. The rocky surface below the window doesn't leave footprints as dirt or sand would, and he quickly made a mental note to change the landscape around the house.
Running to the back door just the next room from the den, he exited the house and slowly made his way around the side and to the back of the house. No one was there. Nothing of note disturbed and no Megan.
Glancing at the back garage once again, he headed that way to make sure she hadn't come looking for him. Swallowing the panic that threatened and taking deep breaths to calm his ragged breathing, he spotted smears of blood on the stones. The thumping of his heart made his hands shake, the churning of his stomach now threatening to let loose the piece of toast he'd eaten this morning. Turning the handle on the garage door, he eased himself inside, closing the door silently and flattening his back against the wall. Allowing his eyes to adjust, he took in his surroundings. Keeping his footfalls quiet, he stepped farther into the garage. That's when he heard her. A soft whimper that was barely discernible, but loud enough in the quiet of the garage to be heard. Turning his head in the direction of her voice, he struggled to listen. Her breathing was coming in short spurts—similar to that of a scared child. Glancing at the floor, he saw more smears of blood and inhaled deeply at the thought she might be injured.
"Megan?" He called to her, still wary in case she wasn't alone. Her soft, shaky voice replied, "Ford?"
He walked past the Jeep to the back of the garage and saw her eyes, round and dark peering up at him from her crouched position, the fear evident in them and on the tightness in her usually serene face.
He whispered as his head swiveled around, "Are you alone?"
Her head bobbed quickly up and down.
In one swift move, he holstered his gun and bent to scoop her into his arms. He crushed her to his chest and wrapped his arms around her. Her arms quickly wrapped around his neck and she cried into the crook of his neck where it connected to his shoulder. Her heaving shaking body felt warm against his, her fresh scent floated to his nostrils, and he had to fight to control his rampant heartbeat.
He crooned soft reassuring words into her ear and hair. "You're safe. It's okay, honey. What happened? Why are you out here? It's okay. I'm here. I won't let anything happen to you, honey."
Between sobs, she managed a few words. "I thought they found me. I heard a noise." She tightened her arms around his neck and burrowed deeper into his body.
"Okay. Shush, it's okay, honey. You're safe." He felt like a heel using her fear to continue holding her, but dammit she felt perfect crushed against him. Her lush curves fitted themselves to his body as if she were made for him.
He held her tightly until he felt her shaking subside a bit, then he reluctantly pulled away to look at her.
"What did you hear?"
"Two clicks or taps or something." She swallowed, "It sounded just like before the fire at my house. Like something dropping or something, I don't know, then the flames started."
"Okay." Smoothing his fingers lightly over her soft cheeks, he said, "Honey, my house isn't on fire. I think that was me you heard. I came in the back door."
Her features held that puzzled look for just a couple of seconds, then her hands flew up to cover her face. "Oh, God, I feel so stupid."
He kissed the top of her head and breathed her in. Slowly her hands moved away from her face and wrapped around his shoulders.
"I'm sorry," she said into his neck. "I think we need to talk."
"I do too."
Then she kissed his neck, and he heard her inhale his scent followed by a soft moan. More kisses followed by a little nip just below his ear and his body roared to life. Blood thrumming through his veins made it hard to hear anything but her soft breathing, the sound of her kisses on his neck and her light little moans.
Holy fuck!



       



CHAPTER 19
M mm. He smelled so good. He felt so perfect against her body. So right. She kissed his neck without thinking and the way she felt his body respond made it totally worth it. She made him feel like that. Like he made her feel. She felt the thickening of his cock behind that offensive zipper, but she felt how quickly it grew for her. She sighed with relief because she wasn't sure he felt the same way as she did. She felt right here, with him. As long as they were here, secluded up in the mountains, why couldn't they enjoy each other in a physical sense? They were both in their forties, unmarried ...
Nope, that's why. He was still married. She pulled away, "Maybe we can go back to the house and talk?"
"Sure."
She saw the confusion in the sudden change of mood. She didn't want to be a tease. Not only was that not nice, but she also didn't want to do that to him. He'd been nothing but good to her. Rescuing her when he wanted to be out there finding his parents’ killer. She needed to remember that and not be selfish or disrespectful.
Watching his Adam's apple slide up and down his neck, she backed away just a bit, took his hand in hers and began walking them toward the door. The fresh air would do them both good.
His head glanced down at the ground, and her heart hammered. "You cut your feet."
Her eyes sought where he looked at the smears of blood on the garage floor. She lifted one foot at a time revealing dirty blood smudged bottoms on both feet. She had been so scared she didn't notice till now.
"Yeah," she said stupidly. "I didn't notice, I guess."
He lifted her in his arms, exited the garage and waited for her to pull the service door closed. He turned toward the house, and she could feel the rigidness in his posture. As they walked silently toward the house, he suddenly stopped and motioned with his head to the driveway.
"Do you see those gates at the driveway entrance?"
"Of course."
"The only people that have the combination to get in are Emmy, Dawson, and me. No one else. We change it weekly, so it isn't discovered."
He carried her into the house and set her easily on the kitchen counter, the hard granite cool on her butt. "Stay there, I'll get the first aid kit."
She watched his retreating backside as he walked to his bedroom and disappeared inside. Just a moment later he came out carrying a blue metal box with the red cross on the front of it. No mistaking that.
"Scoot back, so your feet are perched at the edge of the counter, honey." His soft, warm voice wrapped around her and tears threatened her vision at his kindness and gentleness.
He disappeared into the half bath just behind the kitchen and came out with a gray washcloth which he wetted at the kitchen sink.
"Okay, this might sting a bit, but I have to see how bad the cuts are."
She swallowed, "It's okay, I can just do it my—"
"No. I can do it."
He gently swiped at the bottom of her feet, returning to the sink to rinse the cloth as it became dirty. By the third trip to the sink, he stopped and pulled his phone from his back pocket.
Swiping a couple of times, he pulled up a screen. "This told me someone opened the window in the den. Is that how you got out of the house?" He turned his phone screen to her.
"Yes." Her cheeks flamed a bright pink. "I thought they were in the house."
"It's okay, Megan. I'm just showing you this. I have security all over the place. Every window and door in the house is hooked up to this security system. It's loaded on my laptop, my phone, Emmy's phone, and Dawson's phone."
Just as he said that, his phone rang. He slid the icon to answer it. "Yeah."
Watching the smile spread his lips, her heartbeat revved. Had she ever known there was such a handsome man on this earth? Everything about him called to her, from the breadth of his powerful, wide shoulders to the long leanness of his legs. Powerful thighs encased in his customary denim practically made her swoon when she looked at him. His hair so dark it looked like coal which framed his classic, model perfect face. His dark brows rose into his hairline as he listened to his caller. "Nope, Megan opened the window to get some fresh air."
And he protected her feelings, so no one would think she was a stupid girl.
"Thanks, Daws."
Tapping the icon to end the call, he grinned. "As I said, Emmy and Dawson have the same software on their phones." He checked the bottom of her feet, gently probing the cuts. She winced a bit, and he stopped poking at her sore feet. "When you look around the area alongside the driveway, what do you see?" He pointed to the windows just outside the living room.
Brows furrowed, she looked at the landscape along the drive. "Steep drop offs and rocks."
"Exactly. It's designed that way. It would be hard to climb up here. And, I have sensors all along the driveway and all over my property, so I know as soon as someone turns into the driveway or tries to walk up the drive or the mountain. I have video cameras along the way, and my computer captures every image."
He turned to her, his big hands, rough from working and damp from the cloth, framed her face. "You're safe here. We're safe here."
Licking her dry lips, she had to ask the question. "What about Tamra? Does she have the code? Isn't this still her house too?"
"No. She doesn't have the code and its only her house … half her house … in name only. She never wanted to live up here. She hated everything about this place. I think the two years or so we lived up here, she really only spent about five nights total in this house."
"Where would she stay?"
"With her family in town. Or, who knows who she spent her time with."
She couldn't look away from the sadness in his eyes. "Didn't you care?"
He swallowed. "I did at first. But it became clear very soon after we moved in that she was over our marriage and our family."
Family? They had a family. Why that seared her soul, she didn't know. "What does that mean, family?"
He faced her full on, his eyes searching hers and sadness creeped in before a tinge of pride entered. "We have a son, Falcon."
"Oh my God." She whispered as her hand covered her mouth. She shouldn't be surprised, look at him. Most people in their forties had a family, except her. She couldn't bring herself to have children with Waylon. Didn't want them in that environment. Then, as the years passed, she tried to forget about not being a mom. When she'd get down, she'd visit Jolie and hug her littles and pretend she was a mom for just a little while.
His strong fingers tilted her head up. "I'm sorry I didn't say anything sooner."
Swallowing the massive lump in her throat, she inhaled deeply. "It's … um … of course, you'd have a family. I just didn't realize."
Setting the freshly rinsed cloth next to her on the counter, he walked to the fireplace and pulled the photo of him when he was younger from the mantle. "This is Falcon, my son."
Falcon. Not Ford. She would never have guessed. They were identical. At least their faces. Handing her the photo, she looked closer and could see Falcon had a scar that separated the eyebrow above his left eye. Glancing up into Ford's face, it wasn't there.
"He's the spitting image of you."
His chuckle said it all. "You have no idea."
"How old is he?"
"He's twenty-five now. Stationed in Afghanistan just outside of Kandahar."
She couldn't look away from the young man staring back at her, the obligatory scowl that all military personnel wore in their pictures. "Thank him for his service, please."
"You can thank him yourself when he comes home." He said it quickly, and her heart tumbled at the idea that she might be here when Falcon returned home. And if she were honest, that sounded really nice. No, great. That sounded great, actually.
His tender smile as he stared at the picture of Falcon crushed her heart. She'd never known what it felt like to grow a child in her womb that had been made from love. Over the years there were times when she broke down from the weight of it. Sitting here now, in the presence of a man she was growing feelings for, it hurt more than ever once again.
His arm muscles bulged and stretched as he set the framed picture in its place on the mantle. Then he turned to her, and her heartbeat sped up once again.
"I believe you wanted to have a talk."
Yeah, she needed to talk to erase these feelings that her heart was breaking.
"Yeah. Um, I just felt I should tell you about Waylon."
He opened the first aid kit and pulled some antibiotic ointment from it and fresh gauze squares.
"Why the change of heart?" His jaw clenched then relaxed, and he kept his eyes on her feet and his task.
"When I was out in the garage, I realized that if I don't tell you everything, you're at a disadvantage to just how serious this all is, and ..."
Squeezing ointment onto his finger, he smeared it over her cuts and her heart hammered at his gentleness. He stayed quiet, and she imagined he was afraid to say anything that might make her stop sharing.
"Waylon stole drugs from Marcus, and that's why he's wanted right now. And by ‘wanted,’ I think it’s not in a good way."
Securing the gauze to the bottom of her feet by wrapping medical tape around the top of each foot and around, he stood and looked into her eyes.
"It's not in a good way if he stole drugs. That could even mean death."



       



CHAPTER 20
He probably could have eased into the death comment, but he wanted to see her face to see if she still had feelings for Waylon. It irritated the shit out of him that she was even with him in the first place and the more he'd gotten to know her, he realized she was nothing like Waylon. Thank fuck for that.
"Do you mean death as in Waylon or me or both?"
He stood before her, caging her in on the counter with his arms on either side of her and leaned in closer. He could smell her fresh scent again, and his cock came to life thinking about her body pressed against him just moments before. It was time to see just where they were with each other. This playing with a kiss here and there was beginning to drive him mad. If she wasn't interested in taking things further with him, he'd leave here tonight and go find Bobby Ray to put distance between them so his head—and his cock—could get a damn rest.
"I don't know the answer to that. If they think you're lying to them or holding information from them, they could just as easily kill you as him. I don't say that to scare you, but for you to know who you’re dealing with. From the intel I have, Marcus works for the El Pablo Cartel. Does that name ring a bell with you? Ever hear Waylon mention it?"
"No." Her lip twisted as she bit at the inside once again.
He could see her heartbeat in her neck, and it was racing right now.
"They're bad news. Mexican. Vicious. And anyone in their way seems to end up missing or dead. You're fortunate they still think you're valuable."
"Oh my God." Her hand flew to cover her full soft lips, her eyes round. "I have to get out of here." She started scooting off the counter, but he held her in place by holding her legs in his hands.
"There's nowhere safer than here, Megan; that's why I brought you here. It's also why I had the cops stop Marcus out of town, so he couldn't follow us."
"But, he can find us. Real estate records are searchable."
"This house and all my land, Emmy's house, and Dawson's house are all owned by LLC's. Our attorney is our registered agent, and our names are nowhere on any documents that trace our companies back to us."
"You all act like you've been through this before," she said softly.
"Honey, my job brings me in contact with bad people. So does Emmy's. For twenty something years, we've had all of our properties protected, and Dawson's just for good measure. We've been careful and deliberate about everything. Sadly, it didn't protect my parents, but they were killed not because of their connection to either Emmy or me but because Dad caught Bobby Ray snooping around their property in the back garage and kicked him out. Bobby Ray didn't take kindly to that and came back that night and torched their house while they were sleeping.”
"Oh. My. God." Her hand flew once again to her lips, and the instant tears that sprang to her eyes touched him more than anything else. She felt bad for his parents, and that meant she felt. It was more than he ever got from Tamra.
His heart felt full and heavy at the same time. The thudding of it made him feel more alive than he had in a very long time.
Her delicate, smooth hands then framed his face, her thumbs caressing his cheeks, his eyebrows, the lines he knew were at the corners of his eyes. He swallowed the emotion that lodged in his throat as she continued looking into his eyes. Hers spoke volumes. Need. Emotion. Want. Connection. The green of them the most beautiful color he'd ever seen and which was now his favorite color. He'd paint the den this color if he could match it up, so he could sit down there and feel like she was surrounding him when she was gone.
"Why haven't you divorced?" She said it softly, almost as if she were talking to herself.
Her lips touched his, gentle first, searching, testing. Soon their lips were devouring each other, both of them letting go, tasting, exploring, and enjoying the other. She tasted like freshly brushed teeth—minty and unspoiled. Her recently showered body still held the aroma of the soap in the bathroom and a fresh spring breeze. When her hands dug into his hair and fisted gently, his cock roared to life. His arms pulled her to the edge of the counter, and from this height, the apex of her thighs was right in front of his cock, which strained to break free of its denim prison. Her legs wrapped around his waist and pulled him closer still, and he was lost. He scooped her from the counter, his lips still tasting hers, sliding along the soft wetness of her lips as they molded to his. Had he ever known a kiss could feel like this? Doubtful. This was dizzying.
She moved from his lips and began kissing her way down his jaw, his neck and back up, and he had the presence of mind to tell her what they were about to do to give her a slim chance of saying no.
"I'm taking you to bed, Megan."
"Yes." She hummed it along his neck as she continued to nip and nibble. As they entered his bedroom, he stood alongside his bed and claimed her mouth once more, his hands roaming down to cup her bottom. Her firm globes fit his hands perfectly, and he squeezed, which caused her to bite the tender skin where his neck met his shoulder. The feeling sent blood raging to his cock which grew so impossibly hard he thought it would explode.
Removing one hand from her delicious bottom, he balanced himself with his knee and hand as he moved them to the middle of his bed, pleasure flooding through him when she clung to him with her arms and legs so she didn't fall. Once in the middle, he set her gently down on her back and allowed some of his weight to pin her there while his hands were now free to explore her delicious curves and valleys.
He leaned up just enough to pull his shirt over his head, and her intake of breath was satisfying in itself. She stared at his chest, her fingers roving the hair and warm skin there, enjoying the planes and valleys of his muscles. When her fingers grazed his tightened nipples, she toyed with them, running the pads of her thumbs over each tightened disk then pinching them just hard enough to make his breath huff out.
He reached under her T-shirt and ran his hands over her warm, soft flesh. He could tell his hands were rough as they skated along her ribs, her stomach, scooting up under her bra and pushing it up to free her breasts. Glancing down, he saw her nipples pucker tighter, and he couldn't resist running his roughened thumb over the tight peaks which caused her to buck.
A slow smile spread across his face; little Miss Megan liked it. Mighty fine, indeed. Pinching the nipple a bit harder, her back arched and her legs wrapped around his as she bucked up into him.
"Oh darlin', we’re going to have a good time," he husked out.
His mouth encircled her breast and sucked in hard as the rest of his body enjoyed her bucking and writhing under him. Her legs loosened and tightened around his, and her pussy rubbed against his thickened cock, seeking more.
Moving his head across her chest to her other breast, he continued enjoying her flesh, her movements, her moans. Her hands dug into his hair and pulled him closer to her. He pulled back and lifted her T-shirt over her head; she eagerly helped him, her bra next. Then her hands reached down between them and unbuttoned his jeans. As soon as the button was free, one of her hands dove in and wrapped around his hardness and pumped as much as she could within the confines of his clothing.
"Oh my God. You feel massive. I can't wait to feel you in me."
"Darlin', get your pants off right now."
The smile that split her lips was like a slice of heaven. He lifted only enough to allow her the room to shimmy her pants down. He enjoyed the way her body felt squirming and moving under him, so he wasn't willing to give her more room.
As she pushed her pants down to her feet, she stopped just a moment. "Ford, I don't want to pull the bandages off; help me."
He kissed her lips once more then reared back, moved aside, and pulled her jeans off her feet, leaving the bandages unscathed.
"Oh. Wow." He heard her breathlessly exclaim. Turning to her, her hands immediately roamed over his abs, one of her gentle fingers following the dark hair that trailed from his navel to his cock, which was straining to break free from his jeans. That same soft finger swirled over the head and the glistening pre-cum that had formed at the slit of his throbbing dick, and he thought he'd lose it when she swiped his pre-cum over her lips, then licked it off.
He shoved his jeans over his hips along with his underwear, freeing his cock to slide into her entrance. Reaching to the night stand, he pulled a condom from the drawer and quickly slipped it over, sad that he wouldn't feel her fully.
Swiping his own work roughened finger over her slit, a smile formed on his lips when her wetness gathered on his finger.
"So wet, darlin'. I take that as you're ready."
"Oh, God, yes," she panted.
Hovering over her, his arms on either side of her head, he looked deep into those green eyes and held her gaze as his tip found her entrance. He braced himself there for just a moment, waiting to see if she'd change her mind. She wriggled her hips, so his cock began sliding inside her. Thrusting forward, he entered her, and both of them moaned. Her pussy was hot and wet, and it wrapped around his cock like it was made just for him. Moving slowly, he pulled out and pushed back in, working with her to get a rhythm they both could enjoy. It didn't take more than three strokes before their mating dance began in earnest, her hips rose to meet his thrusts and the movements built that deep tugging and burning in his groin. He continued to stare at her, study her face and her features, and she studied him in return. Each of them committing this to memory as if they were afraid they'd forget it. That would be impossible, though, he was sure of it.
His peripheral vision caught the movement of her breasts each time he planted himself deep within her. Grinding his hips against her clit, she gasped, and he knew he found the right spot. Changing his angle just enough to hit her clit each time he planted himself in her, he watched the color rise on her cheeks. The pink looked fabulous on her. The auburn curls that had loosened from her ponytail splayed out over the bed around her face, and the picture was stunning.
Wanting to hear her moans again, he swished his hips around against her clit and marveled at the way her face changed when she felt the pleasure, her pupils dilated, and her fingers shook against his back. As her orgasm grew, her soft hands reached down to his hips and dug into his flesh, her hips arched higher, and she panted, "Close."
He ground down on her and picked up the pace, he wouldn't release himself in her until she came, but it was going to be close for sure—the tightening in his groin almost painful now. Both of their bodies shined as the sun from the window glinted off their sweaty skin, highlighting the curves and shadowing the valleys.
Her eyes rounded as she looked into his; her smile appeared then disappeared as her lips formed an "o". Her fingers dug into his hips painfully, and she cried out his name, "Ford!"
His name. Fucking fantastic. Five full fast thrusts and he followed her orgasm with his own, his body jerking as his seed spilled from him.



       



CHAPTER 21
She woke to the chatter and singing of birds, and a heavy arm slung over her waist. The solid chest behind her cocooned her back, the springy hair on his chest both abrading her skin and massaging it. His even breathing, deep and sure, comforted her, and she let her eyes slide closed again. She’d had sex with Ford. Couldn't take it back now, the deed was done. She didn't want to, but what did this mean for their future? Not that there was one. They hadn't spoken about anything past him making her feel safe here in the mountains and then going to find Bobby Ray and Waylon. The thought of that soured her stomach and her mouth. She didn't want him to leave, yet she did want Ford to find them and get the justice his parents deserved. No way to do both.
The heaviness that now weighed her chest down caused her breath to hitch. This was just two grown people who were attracted to each other blowing off steam. She'd been through so damn much in the past couple of weeks. She hadn't been touched by a man in more than six years. She'd been waiting for the right man. And she was happy it was Ford. It felt right that she'd been abstinent, and he’d been the one to break the self-denial.
He'd been through so much for years. Enduring a drug addicted wife, the murder of his parents, and then finding their killer only to lose him again. On top of all that, he had a son fighting in a war on the other side of the world.
The bile souring her stomach increased at the thought of his son. It was stupid for her to feel jealousy, but she did. Trying to analyze it now, she wasn't sure if it was the fact that she didn't have a son or daughter in her life or the fact that Ford had one with another woman. One that didn't want or deserve his love. Life sure sucked sometimes.
Warm, soft lips kissed her tender skin behind her ear. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing."
"Bullshit. Your breathing is irregular, and your skin is clammy."
Well, hell … in such a short time he’d learned how to read her.
She could feel him raise up on his elbow and his hand cradled her face and turned it back to his. When their eyes locked, his brows rose into his hairline waiting for her to respond. She didn't for long moments, and she saw his jaw tighten, and a hint of scary Ford was beginning to emerge.
"I feel stupid. Jealous. It's wrong and unprovoked, but it’s there," she confessed in barely more than a whisper.
"Jealous of who?"
Closing her eyes to block out his handsome face, his hair rumpled by her during their lovemaking … sex … whatever.
"Jealous of who?" he asked.
"Tamra, I guess. She was given the honor of your love and of carrying your child."
"Hm. Well, back in the day, I did love her. She was beautiful. Long blonde hair and a face that would stop traffic. Her family was prominent, one of the wealthiest families in Boones County. Her dad runs Amalgent Plastics. And she wanted me. I was enamored with her and couldn't figure it out. Why me?"
She huffed out a breath. "Really? You're handsome, fit, honorable. What's not to like?"
"I didn't run in her circles. They owned the county and everyone in it. When we married, I was still so shocked that I signed every paper put in front of me by her attorney. A prenup, saying I wasn't entitled to any of her trust fund, her father's company, any of the family investments or real estate holdings. Basically, I couldn't touch a single thing they owned. As if I were dirt under their shoes. I couldn't figure it out. Why me then?"
His fingers softly caressed her cheeks, and even though he was looking at her, she got the feeling he wasn't at all.
"It wasn't long into the marriage I realized what a handful she was. Never pleased with anything. Bitchy, unhappy, and demanding. Nothing I did was good enough. I didn't dress right, walk right, talk right. When I continued to work as a bounty hunter, that behavior and her complaints came more often and louder in tone. When she found out she was pregnant, I think a part of her hated that baby growing inside of her. She whined and cried and bitched. It was horrible. She and Emmy almost came to blows many times over the years. Dawson and his wife, Sylvia, can't stand the sight of her.
“After Falcon was born, when I had to go out of town for work, I'd take him to my parents’ or Emmy's house. I felt real fear in leaving her alone with him. I didn't think she'd purposely hurt him, but she'd ignore his needs and not take care of him. She started using cocaine when Falcon was one or two. I've never gotten a straight answer, but she hid it well. It took me about five years to really see what was happening. Little telltale signs—she lost weight, her hair became limp and stringy, and the lines around her eyes more prominent. Then I found traces of the powder in the bathroom sink. I've been around it enough to know what it is."
Cupping his face in her right hand, she whispered, "I'm so sorry."
His eyes focused on her again, his gaze intense and dark. "Don't be sorry; it isn't your fault."
Turning, she lifted up on her elbow as she faced him, a sad smile on her face. "I know it isn't, but I've been there. Finding out your spouse isn't the person you thought they were or finding out they never were and you were too self-absorbed to see it."
His fingers tangled in her hair, running through the curls and the look on his face seemed almost marveled at how it felt sliding through his fingers.
"I wanted to resist you, you know. I've sort of found a calm sort of peace in my own little world, and I'm not interested in entanglements. But, the instant I saw you in person, it was like a punch in the gut." His hand moved from her hair to her face, and his thumb roved along her brows, her nose and down her cheek to her jaw. "It's more than your beautiful face—your smile."
He shook his head as if to gather his thoughts and her heartbeat thrummed so fiercely her breath became shallow. She could count on one finger the times a man ever really looked at her like Ford did right now.
"You have a quiet strength that calls to me in some way. Your stoicism is a beacon to my ship. I've read Waylon's file, his rap sheet, and heard you speak about him, and you never feel sorry for yourself. We're the same and different at the same time, you and me."
Her fingers itched to feel the whiskers on his chin, the shadow already growing in the early afternoon. The curly hairs on his chest beaconed for her fingertips to touch them and she didn't resist the call. Lightly touching his chest, smoothing her soft hands over the texture of his skin, a soft sigh left his lips, and she looked up to see his eyes had closed. Gently moving her hand over his nipple, swirling around the dark flat disk, his eyes flew open, and the barely discernible pupils grew large, making those dark orbs darker, almost black. But not sinister—shiny and dark and deep. She saw it now. They held so much emotion in them—tightly leashed and held in check.
"I thought you were scary. At first. You clench your jaw when you're irritated, and that's all I saw at first."
Her fingers gently brushed over his brow and lightly over his eyelids as they closed. "I see now that you aren't always irritated; you're concerned. You care."
When he spoke, it was almost a hiss. "Yes."
"That might be the scariest thing of all."
"Yes."



       



CHAPTER 22
He slowly rolled her onto her back and cradled his legs between her thighs. It felt right the way their bodies fit together. His firm lines fit so perfect on all of her softness. Her breasts weren't huge, but they were full and heavy and thick. The feel of them as his hands molded and squeezed them sent electric jolts through his body landing on his cock. Tamra had never had that effect on him. She was gorgeous but too thin and boney. He'd been awed that she was interested in him at all, but her body offered no feeling of belonging or rightness. Megan was soft and welcoming and giving.
Touching his lips to hers, he enjoyed the feel of them against his—warm, wet, and inviting. Her lips softened and molded to his perfectly with the perfect amount of pressure and moisture. Her tongue dipped into his mouth and danced with his, both firm and soft and then she swirled it around and gently sucked his tongue between her lips and his cock jumped and thickened painfully. Then she giggled.
"I can feel how hard you are already." Her hips wiggled against him, then she arched up, so her pussy brushed against his hardened cock and the breath flew from his lungs.
"I'm clean. I was tested after Waylon and a couple of times since just to make sure. But I haven't been with anyone else since my divorce."
"Jesus. Megan." He thrust forward, rubbing his rigidness against her soft curls and enjoying the whimpering sounds that came from her chest.
"I'm clean too. I understand if you want me to prove it."
Her shaking head was the only answer he needed. Lifting up just enough to palm his cock, he stroked himself twice, his work roughened hand just enough abrasion that when he slid into her softness, it would feel like heaven. Her legs opened wider in invitation, and her hands cupped her gorgeous tits and lifted them up for him to suck on. Holy fuck.
Eagerly taking a proffered nipple into his mouth, he sucked in deeply and reveled in the sounds she made—part moan, part whimper—from deep in her chest. It almost sounded like she was growling or purring like a cat when it's content.
Kissing across her chest, he sucked the other breast deep into his mouth, and there it was, the purring sound. Her hips arched up, and his hand stilled at the base of his cock until she lowered herself down. Positioning the thick crown of his cock oozing with precum, swirling it onto the seam of her pussy, she reared up again, and he pushed himself inside.
Her hands gripped his waist as he pulled almost all the way out, leaving the firm flared crest seated in her tight grip. Thrusting in once more, her wet heat encased him tightly, and he groaned loudly—the feeling overcoming him.
"Yes," she whispered, and her legs lifted and wrapped around his ass, her heels pressing him to go deeper.
"Jesus," he huffed. Pulling out slowly and thrusting back in just hard enough to make her fabulous tits move, he shifted between watching her breasts and watching her face. Green clashed with dark, and they held as he began pounding into her, their dance becoming fevered and energetic. Her legs tightened and relaxed over and over as she helped him push into her, her hips rising to meet each thrust. As hard as it seemed he'd come faster this time, just for the sake of the familiarity and her eagerness to bring him to spill into her. Just that thought alone made him harder. He could feel his semen spilling into her tight channel, and he pumped harder and faster, her noises growing with each thrust.
She did it again, called his name when her orgasm rolled over her, and he returned the favor. As his seed spilled inside, he whispered, "Megan."
As spots danced before his eyes and his heart hammered in his chest the only thought he had was, what now? Once he found Bobby Ray and Waylon, she'd be safe to go home. He couldn't leave this house, wouldn't. He'd left before thinking Tamra would realize he didn't care that much about it and sign the fucking divorce papers, but a piece of him was here. He was whole here. His stomach knotted. Soft, warm hands smoothed the skin on his back, caressing him, soothing him. With his head tucked into the crook of her neck, he kept his eyes closed for just a moment. Beeping sounded from his phone, and he groaned.
"I hate to say this, but Emmy's back."
Her hands stilled. "How do you know?"
"My phone just told me someone opened the gate. Dawson is working, so it has to be Emmy."
"Shit. Ford, you have to get off me, so I can run to my bathroom. Shit."
Despite the situation, he chuckled and begrudgingly rolled off. She quickly scooted to the edge of the bed and stood, a slight whoosh of air rushing from her lungs as her sore feet hit the floor. She bent to pick up her discarded clothing, and he leaned up to enjoy the view of her backside as she bent and scooped, her perfect flesh wiggling as she ran out of his bedroom door.
Heaving out a deep sigh he rolled out of bed, smoothed the covers on top, then donned his shirt and jeans once again. He walked from his bedroom just as Emmy entered from the garage door.
"Good afternoon."
"Hey. Guess what I found out?"
"I have no clue. You want coffee?"
She lifted her green cup and cocked her head to the side.
"Hi, Emmy." Megan strode from the bathroom, her hair retied on top of her head, loose curls bobbing about as she walked. Her skin was flushed, but her jeans clad legs looked sexy as hell as she walked on the balls of her feet toward the counter, her white bandages peeking from under her jeans. Her gaze fell on him and held as she sat across from him on a stool next to Emmy.
"You want something to drink, Meg?"
"Still some coffee left?"
He nodded and pulled a cup from the cupboard and poured steaming coffee into it. Reaching into the refrigerator, he pulled the creamer container out, poured a bit into her cup then slid it across the counter to her. She smiled at him, and his gut flipped. He winked at her then and hoped like hell he wasn't being a silly school boy and that he affected her close to as much as she affected him.
"Well, it seems you two are getting along just fine," Emmy quipped, and the redness that tinted Megan's cheeks was gorgeous.
"Yeah, we're getting along. Now tell us what you found out." He smiled at Megan again, and the smile she returned was breathtaking.
"Wow, you two. Holy moly." She pulled a file from the shoulder bag she'd hung on the back of the stool she sat on and slid it across the counter to Ford. "Is that Marcus?" She pointed to one of two men standing on a sidewalk carrying on a conversation. It looked like a surveillance photo. Grainy but easy to make out Marcus.
"Looks like him to me." Looking toward Megan, he asked, "What do you think?"
She leaned up to get a better look, then changed her mind and walked around the counter to stand next to him. Bowing her head down to study the picture, he couldn't help studying her. Her neck was slender and creamy, little curls at her nape begged for his fingers. Her shoulders were straight and proud, her posture proper without drooping shoulders. The blue T-shirt she wore tucked into her jeans, and he could see the perfect shape of her ass. Her bare feet added a touch of country girl and a whole lot of sexy.
"That's definitely him. I don't know who the other man is though."
"Ford does." His attention snapped back to his sister, the smirk on her face evident that she caught him thinking carnal thoughts.
"I do?" Looking over Megan's shoulder at the picture, he leaned in just a bit, so he was brushing against her. He smiled when he saw goose bumps form on her arm. He affected her, all right.
"I don't think I do, Emmy."
"Well, maybe this picture will help you." She slid another one across the counter to them, and he peered down at the same man with his arm around Tamra. They were walking into a store and again the photo was grainy but easy enough to recognize the faces.
"Is that Stephano?" He looked a bit closer, then shrugged his shoulders. Stephano had dark hair and dark eyes like him, but he had the olive skin of a man with Hispanic blood.
"Yep."
"Who's Stephano?" His jaw tightened just an instant before forcibly relaxing. "Tamra's boyfriend slash supplier. That's Tamra with him."
He froze as she studied the picture of his ex-wife. Her sweet features long gone and replaced by the lines and sallow skin of a drug user. Her once full thick hair now hung in stringy clumps down her back, her collar bone protruding from her body as if she'd been starved for weeks and was dying. She probably was. She was killing herself every day, and she didn't care. She stopped caring about anything or anyone when she got hooked. Her every waking breath now only brought thoughts of her next hit and partying.
Megan's head twisted to look at him. "I thought you said she was beautiful."
Huffing out a breath, he responded, "She used to be. That's what the drugs have done to her." He pulled his phone out and pulled up a social media site, scrolling through pictures from Falcon's page. He found a picture of Tamra and Falcon taken the last Christmas she was still somewhat sober. Turning his phone to face her, he watched her eyes grow round and large in her head as she realized just what the drugs had done to this woman.
"Oh my God. That’s awful." She looked at the current picture again and shook her head slowly as if she felt pity.
"So right," Emmy began again. "So, I found out that Stephano is Marcus' boss."
"What?" They said it at the same time, both looking at Emmy for a response.
"Yep." She splayed more pictures onto the counter, and then a final picture of a man with Marcus that looked like the pictures he had of Waylon.
"That's Waylon!" Megan exclaimed. "So, he was working for Marcus?"
"This picture was taken earlier this year, in January. The DEA has been following Marcus around. They know he's involved with the El Pablo Cartel. He's simply managed to keep himself very clean, but they're watching and waiting for him to slip up. Right after this picture was taken, it seems Waylon decided to help himself to some of the coke they're pushing. Taking small little baggies here and there. But cartels don't screw around. Everything is weighed and weighed again for just this reason. At first, it was only off a gram or so, then it grew to be more. Finally, Waylon got very greedy and took two full bricks. A brick is also called a kilo, and a kilo of cocaine in New York can bring thirty grand or more. I don't have exact numbers from my source as to how much he stole before he got very greedy, but suffice it to say, if they had a buyer lined up beforehand, they could have sold it quickly and be out of the country now. He may have needed it to buy off the guards or other personnel to tell him when the van would be coming through and how to pull off his rescue of Bobby Ray."
Walking to his desk, he pulled up his laptop and began typing away. He had a few databases he could search for airports, boat rentals etc., to find if they left the country or were hiding out. His blood thrummed through his body, excitement edging out his sated feeling after making love to Megan. This was the feeling he loved, searching for his prey, and feeling like he had a lead now just brought that fire alive. He tapped and waited as sites loaded. He pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed Rory's number.
"Yeah."
"Any idea if Bobby Ray or Waylon left the country?"
"They didn't. We had surveillance in every airport, dock, car rental place in the country the second we got word that Bobby Ray escaped."
"Okay. I'm doing some checking myself. I'm home now, so let me know when you hear anything."
He began scrolling the page he'd pulled up on his screen. It was a site run by a former Navy SEAL friend of his, Jared Timm, who was also a conspiracy theorist and had so much intelligence on so many obscure things it was mind boggling. The government really should hire this guy; he knew some serious shit. Only a few select people had the password to access the site, and it had served him well on many occasions. He paid him back by donating to his “cause.” A man's gotta eat, after all.
As he read the screen, looking for the section he wanted, he could faintly hear Megan and Emmy chatting away about the soccer game, the weather, clothes, flowers—it didn't matter. What mattered was he had a beautiful woman in his house that he enjoyed spending time with. Her body welcomed his in a way he'd never known before, and his family liked her too. He'd never had that before. And then he sees it, the faint hope that he just might be on to something.



       



CHAPTER 23
Emmy left, and Ford continued to work at his computer, printing pages here and there, typing notes, and drawing out maps. She watched him for a while, and he seemed to be in a zone, oblivious to her presence. Her stomach growled, and she looked at the clock, surprised to see that it was now two in the afternoon and she hadn't eaten yet. The morning had flown by in a whirlwind, and so did the afternoon. Making them each a ham sandwich, she brought him a sandwich and a fresh cup of coffee to his desk and turned to leave him be when he grabbed her arm and pulled her down onto his lap.
His lips sought hers as his warm solid arms encased her close to him and her arms automatically wrapped around his shoulders as she sunk deeper into his kiss.
He pulled away and touched his forehead to hers. "Thank you."
She kissed his nose, giggled, and replied, "You're welcome."
She stood gently on her sore feet and went to the kitchen to clean up the small mess she'd made. She set a new pot of coffee on to brew since Ford would likely drink it down by the gallon. Then she searched around the kitchen to make supper plans.
She decided on a homemade bar-b-cue chicken pizza, fresh garlic knots, and a salad. Then she spotted the bag of apples Emmy had brought up and decided to make an apple pie. Nila had taught her how to make the famous pies she made at the restaurant, and the thought of her kind employer made her heart ache just a bit. Jolie promised to go and fill Nila in on what had happened and that Megan would be gone for a while, but she knew Nila depended on her and she felt bad for ditching her like she had. Setting about making her crust, she enjoyed looking across the open concept room and seeing Ford, concentration furrowing his brow, but peace and contentment in his posture as he searched and made headway of figuring out where his prey was hiding. It was exciting watching him.
Cooking for him soothed her, and she felt like she was able to repay him for his hospitality by making him homemade meals and allowing him to work. Her mind kept wandering to what it would be like if this was her life. She'd be content living like this. Working in her beautiful home, her husband thriving and happy. If she still thought it wasn't too late, she'd try and get pregnant. Her heart hammered at the thought that there still might be a chance for her to be a mom. Her hands stilled on the apple she peeled as she remembered that she isn't on birth control, and they hadn't used protection the second time they had sex. Of course, it was highly unlikely that one time and she'd get pregnant, but if they found themselves in the throes of passion again, she should probably be smart about it and ask him to use protection. It wasn't a question of being clean; it was the responsible thing to do to not bring an unwanted child into the world, even though she'd always want a child of her own that had grown in her tummy. She'd longed for it for so many years. Heavily sighing, she finished peeling the last of her apples.
After cutting them up, she coated them with her spices, adding just an extra dash or two of the cinnamon like Nila taught her. Hopefully, Ford wouldn't mind. Pouring them into her crust, she dotted the top with butter, added her top crust, sealed the edges with a perfect zigzag and popped it into the oven. Loading her dirty dishes in the dishwasher, she grabbed the coffeepot and limped over to the desk where Ford continued to work. She filled his cup, her heart hammering in her chest when he looked up at her and smiled. Oh, his smile was sigh worthy. Straight white teeth gleamed, his full soft lips formed the perfect shape, and his features looked soft and serene.
"Are you okay, hon? I'm sorry I'm ignoring you, but I'm making some headway here. Just a bit longer, okay?"
"Oh, Ford, please don't worry about me, I'm fine. But my feet are a bit tender, so I'm going to relax on the sofa a bit, if you don't mind."
His eyes grew large as if he'd forgotten about her feet, then he stood, took the coffeepot from her hand and set it on the edge of the desk, and then scooped her up in his arms. "I don't mind at all; and, in fact, I insist."
He carried her to the sofa, tucked a blanket around her legs, then kissed her softly on the lips. He turned and started a fire in the fireplace, which was a sight she'd love to see every day. His broad shoulders and the muscles in his back straining and pulling as he reached for the wood, stacked it just right in the fireplace and set the flames ablaze with a simple click of the long lighter he used. He put the coffeepot back on its warming plate and sat back at his desk, with a wink in her direction—enough to make a girl swoon.
She watched the fire dance and flicker in its home, so comforting and mesmerizing. The oven timer began beeping, and she realized she'd nodded off. She sat upright, but Ford stood from the desk. "I'll get it; just relax, hon."
She enjoyed watching his backside as he bent to pull the pie from the oven.
"Damn, that smells delicious," he said as he inhaled the delicious aroma.
He set it on top of the stove, and she cocked her head as she watched him stare at it for some time. When he turned, his eyes were glassy as if he were beginning to cry. He brusquely walked to his bedroom and returned a few moments later—composed—as if nothing had happened.
She watched him for a moment, tucking that memory away for another day. Then she noticed a book on the coffee table, a bookmark peeking from the top, which made her smile. She hated when people bent the corners of a book over. The book was a legal thriller, and it seemed he was half way into it by the position of the bookmark. She picked it up and ran her hands over the smooth cover he'd had his hands on too. She should have guessed from the den downstairs that he was a reader. For some reason, this made her immensely happy. She loved reading, though she read a variety of things, romance novels were her go to genre, but legal thrillers, paranormal romance, historical, she loved them all; but a man who reads, now that's sexy.
Her feet raised and then lowered onto his firm thighs as he pulled the blanket back a bit and examined her bandages. He frowned slightly then gently massaged the tops of her feet, at least the parts that weren't covered in medical tape.
His eyes met hers, and he huffed out a deep breath. "I'm going to leave in the morning, I have some good leads on them, and I think I can make this quick. Just one quick question. What was Waylon's mother's name?"
Her heart just broke in two. She knew he'd be going, but it was too soon. They were just beginning to get to know each other.
"Let me go with you." She hated sounding needy. Hated that she just said those words to him.
His perfect lips turned down slightly. "It's not safe, and I don't want you used as a pawn in any way."
"I won't be used that way. I may even be able to help you find Waylon. I can try and touch base with him and flush him out."
"No." His jaw clenched, and she saw his back grow rigid.
Stupid tears flooded her eyes. She cast her eyes down, looking at anything but his handsome face. It was just too good to be true.
"Hey. I'll be back in a few days. Maybe three tops."
His hand tightened on her leg still stretched across his lap. She tried pulling her legs back only to be held in place, his grip not bruising, but firm. "Look at me."
She couldn't. She didn't even know why this was hitting her so hard; it was like the daydreaming she'd had today felt so real and now it wasn't. None of it.
She felt herself being pulled into his lap, his strong firm hands, cupping her face. "What's going on here, Meg?"
Swallowing the knot in her throat—and her embarrassment—she shrugged her shoulders. Afraid she wouldn't be able to say the words correctly. It felt stupid to think she'd fallen or began to fall for him so quickly, but in truth, he was everything she'd ever dreamed of. When he found Bobby Ray and Waylon, she'd be free to go back home, to her burned out, empty house and continue on with her lonely life and that made her so sad. She'd never actually felt lonely before, but she knew she would now. Her dreams of black-haired, black-eyed babies now floating away.
"Hey." He tilted her face up, so she had to look into his eyes—see him. The tenderness she saw there made the tears flow down her cheeks.
"It's stupid, really. I'm just feeling sorry for myself."
He tucked her head under his chin and pulled her tight to his body, the smell of wood and leather seeped into her, and she vowed to remember that smell for the rest of her life.
"Hey there, you knew I was going to be leaving for a while to do my job, right?"
She nodded her head against his chest, and he held her there, his strong arms wrapped around her as if he'd never let her go, but of course, he would.
After a long while, he pulled back to look at her and asked, "Why are you having a pity party?"
Breathing in and letting her breath out, she whispered, "I've never had a man not leave me. I'd allowed myself to believe maybe it would be different with you."
His mouth claimed hers in a hungry kiss. He turned her so she straddled him, his hands now free to roam over her entire body. He kissed her as if he were marking her, leaving an imprint, an impression that would never leave. She kissed him back with the same fervor; she tasted every inch of his hot mouth. Her hands roamed his hair, shoulders, his chest, his abs. She felt the thickness of his cock as it grew against her pussy, and she instinctively rocked against it, eliciting a gasp from him and a thrust of his hips up into her.
Pulling his T-shirt up and over his head, he caught her wrists in his hands, slowly pulled them behind her back and held them tightly with one hand while catching her chin in the other.
"I'm not leaving you forever—just for a few days. Just to do my job."
"Then what?"
"What do you want, Meg?" Oh, how wonderful that sounded. He wanted to know what she wanted. His deep sultry voice, raspy and sexy as it rolled over her skin. Gooseflesh formed, and her nipples furled into tight points. His eyes held hers for a long time, then he let them roam over her body and the heat that filled his features caressed her skin as if he were actually touching her. He let go of her chin and dropped his hand to her nipple, pinching it between his thumb and forefinger, and she moaned. "What do you want, Meg?"
She pushed her body into his hand, but she was held in place by his firm grip on her wrists behind her back. "I'm not above coaxing it out of you." In one swift move, he'd moved her wrists above her head, re-clasped them in his big, strong hand and pulled her T-shirt over her head—releasing her arms long enough to completely remove her shirt. His head dipped in to nip at her neck, the soft spot behind her ear and nip a trail down her shoulder, then back up to her ear. He whispered softly, "Do you want this?"
"Yes," she whispered in response.
He brought her arms behind her again, holding them in one of his hands. His free hand reached around and unclasped her bra, releasing the pressure on her nipples. The same hand then pulled the straps from her shoulders as far as they would fall with her hands still clasped behind her. "Oh, look how hard your nipples are. I think you definitely want this."
A soft tug on her hands behind her back pulled her body back, and her breasts jutted up closer to his face. His tongue softly circled a breast then blew on it, watching it tighten further. A beautiful smile formed on his lips as he watched his handiwork. Then he repeated it on the other breast, enjoying the show. Lavishing gentle teasing attention on her breasts had her squirming in his lap. She wanted it harder, firmer, commanding. She wanted to feel his ardor, his passion. She needed to know he was growing feelings for her as she was for him.
"You have the sexiest breasts. Full and heavy and sexy." He squeezed one with his free hand, testing its weight, the firmness, the texture. "Just perfect."
The backs of his fingers floated down her stomach, gently stopping just above her curls. "And this, your firm yet soft belly. When you press it against me I can feel the fullness of your breasts and the flatness of your stomach and woman, it is so damned sexy."
She whimpered as her body was on fire with his touches and his praise. "And, then there's this paradise right here." He dipped his fingers into the top of her jeans, found them a barrier to touching her wetness, so he pulled his fingers out, unbuttoned the fly of her jeans and tugged the zipper down with one hand. Eagerly dipping his fingers into her wetness, he hit her clit on the way down, and she rocked forward. "This is simply paradise, Meg. Soft and hot and so fucking tight. Did you feel how tight a fit it was when I slid into you? Could you feel every inch of me as I pushed my way inside you?"
"Yes. God, yes."
Her breathing grew ragged, and she could feel her skin flush with want and need. His teasing was a combination of foreplay and frustration. She just wanted him inside of her. Now. He seemed to want to take his time.
"So, I'm going to let go of your hands, and I want you to stand in front of me and shimmy your jeans and panties off. Then, I want you to climb back on my lap. Okay?"
Swallowing, she nodded, because shit, that was hot. He basically wanted her to strip for him and the way she felt right now, she'd do just about anything he asked of her if it meant he'd be in her soon. "Good girl."
He released her hands, placed his on her hips and helped her to her feet. Sitting back to enjoy the show, she thought a little teasing, in turn, would be good for him. Slowly letting her bra fall down her arms, she gathered a breast in each hand and squeezed them, tweaking her nipples, and then gathering them in her hands once again. His mouth dropped open, his eyes glazed, and when she allowed herself to look at his tented pants, the firm outline of his cock was pressed against the leg of his jeans. She licked her lips, and he groaned.
Tucking her thumbs into the waistband of the denim that now felt far too constricting, she wiggled her hips as she slowly revealed her lower body to him. They had sex twice earlier today, but he hadn't had the chance to really look at her. He was enjoying the view now if his rapid pulse pounding in his neck was an indicator. His breathing grew raspy, and if it was at all possible, the outline of his magnificent cock grew more pronounced.
Kicking her jeans to the side, she held her hands out to her side and slowly turned in a circle for him to get a full view. When she was once again facing him, he'd begun shucking his clothing in hyper speed, he shimmied his jeans down his thighs and oh, what a sight that was. He was still fit, defined muscles on his stomach, his corded shoulders and his strong thighs showed her all muscle and not an ounce of fat anywhere on him. Delicious.
His movement was so fast she didn't see it coming, but he placed his hands on her hips and pulled her toward him so quickly she almost lost her balance. Not to worry, he had full control of her once again, and the thought sent a shiver of deliciousness down her body to her pussy.
As she sat straddling his lap, his long thick cock jutted up between them, the slit at the top leaking pre-cum. She began to reach for it, but he pulled her hands behind her once again and clamped his mouth over one of her breasts and sucked in hard. She whimpered and then flushed when she felt the wetness gather between her thighs. As if he knew what she was thinking, he leaned back as far as he could while still holding her hands, and slipped his finger up her slit, smiling as he held his glistening finger up for her to see. As his eyes captured hers, he grinned before licking her juices from his finger, and she thought she'd pass out from the feelings that stirred in her. She wriggled her hips to get closer to his cock, which continued to bob between them, eager to fill her.
"All right, hon, rise up on your knees so I can position my cock to slide inside of you."
This was too much. She'd never been so commanded, so enthralled, and so utterly wet and excited. She could feel the sweat forming at her hairline and between her breasts. The flush of her skin was most certainly a tell of how anxious she was to feel him in her. Then she felt the firm satiny crown of his cock tease her entrance, back and forth, wiping their juices together at her entrance. "Okay, sweetheart—when you’re ready, slide down on me. Make it last."
"I don't want it to last. I want to go fast."
"Uh-uh, not this time, hon. I want to remember this while I'm out there on the road. I want to know you're remembering it too." His fingers dug into the side of her hip as she slowly slid down his solid cock. She needed to rise up and lower herself a couple of times before he fit his full length inside of her, but oh Lordy, once he was in her, the fullness she felt was delicious.
"I'll never forget this," she whispered. He let go of her hands, placing his other hand on her hip, working her up and down slower, much slower than she wanted to go, but she had to admit it felt so right.
Watching each other, every nuance of his face, those obsidian eyes, which in the firelight and waning light of the day looked darker than ever, his pupils dilated to the point she didn't know where they ended. His nostrils flared slightly when she impaled herself on his cock, then rocked back and forth to rub her clit against him. One of his hands flew to her clit then, his thumb rolling small circles around her swollen nub. She moaned her pleasure, and he continued working her clit as she continued riding him. He leaned into the back of the sofa and the change in angles hit her front walls, and she could feel her orgasm rushing forward. Her breasts swayed and bounced as she rode his cock, then he put more pressure on her clit, and she exploded. She called his name and moaned into her orgasm, and she heard him whisper, his voice raspy and jerky, "I fucking love that you say my name when you come."
Her legs felt like jelly, but he needed his release, so she braced her hands on his shoulders and moved faster, galloping toward his release. She watched in amazement as his face changed, the adoration she saw in his eyes grabbed her heart as she pumped his cock for all it was worth. His hands gripped her hips so hard, she'd probably have bruises, but it would be worth it. Then he stiffened and groaned long and loud, ending it with her name. He was right about that too; she fucking loved it when he said her name when he came.



       



CHAPTER 24
He must be dreaming, a vision so lovely he could cry, a scene so dirty and yet so pure and complete he never wanted it to end. Auburn hair tickled his chest as his mouth was claimed by soft sweet lips. A warm tongue floated into his mouth, teased and tasted him so completely and yet intimately that he'd happily allow it to go on forever. That thought flipped his eyes open so fast, dizziness threatened.
There she was, the girl in his dream, his cock still inside her, her warm, flushed body pressed against his, her generous backside still in his hands. The smile she bestowed upon him had his heart racing furiously as if he had run a marathon.
"We're going to leave a mess if we don't clean up soon." Her lips smiled against his cheek as she brushed soft sweet kisses along it, then his jaw, then down to his neck where she inhaled deeply before laying her head on his shoulder.
His arms snaked around her back and pulled her close while at the same time lifting his hips to keep his softening erection inside her just a minute longer.
His heartbeat thrummed strong and fast in his chest, and it reminded him that for so long he hadn't felt alive, not really alive in that way each day brought a measure of excitement as well as work and play in the daily routines one's life held. He'd been half a man for years, so many years. Why hadn't he realized it until now? He'd never thought of himself as unhappy, but as he thought of it now, he'd not truly been happy either. He existed. Now he had met Megan, and she brought with her so much more than most women. A slightly sordid past, an ex-husband that had little to no morals and definitely lived on the wrong side of the law, and no real family to speak of—they’d all left her. She was everything he wasn't. Except for the miserable ex. But he was close to his family. Would she be able to insert herself into that? Sometimes when you've been alone so long, it was difficult to try and live with people again.
Thoughts trickled through his head. Should he give up on locating Bobby Ray and let the authorities do it? He could turn over his research and let them have it while he explored, really explored what this could mean with Megan. But that wasn't him, and he couldn't let his family down like that. They were depending on him, and in truth, he'd always hate that he didn't go and find that asshole. It would be something that would always grate on his nerves. Plus, he owed it to his parents. While their death had made him a very wealthy man, he wouldn't live on that wealth as he had intended if he didn't do everything in his power to let them rest in peace.
Holding Megan close, he twisted so they lay on the sofa, him on top of her. He kissed her softly then pulled out of her with a groan and quickly stood and walked toward the bathroom to get them a washcloth. "Stay there, hon; I'll be right back."
When he reentered the living room, the sight of all that thick auburn hair splayed across the pillow on the sofa made his heartbeat skip. Taking in the sight of her voluptuous naked body, her skin creamy and smooth, her tummy flat but not so much so that her hips bones protruded, her long shapely legs stretched out, she was simply everything he'd ever wanted, physically. The fact that she cooked, was funny, seemed sweet and caring and a little bit lonely sealed the deal for him. They were so much alike and yet so different.
Changing his mind about the washcloth, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her to his bathroom. He set her on the counter, reached into the shower to warm the water and then knelt to undo the bandages which had spots of blood on them from her standing in the kitchen cooking.
"You must have broken open one of your cuts from standing in the kitchen this afternoon. I think you better take it easy for a day or two to let these begin to heal."
"I'm not used to sitting around; I normally don't have the time for it."
Tossing the used bandages in the wastebasket, he kissed her lightly on the lips. "Now you do."
He lifted her once again, delighted when she gave a little squeal, then stepped into his large shower. For the first time since he'd built this house and insisted on this lavish shower, he was extremely happy he had it. Dreams can come true if you let them.
    
Megan began making a pizza for them, and he needed to talk to Dawson about it all. He was honestly torn about what to do about her. He felt horrible leaving her here, but that had been the point all along. He didn't count on having feelings at all; he'd simply felt sorry for her. But now he was afraid his feelings had turned into so much more than just liking her, and that made it more difficult. She was in such a vulnerable position right now. She'd lost her house, and she was being targeted and clearly had no one to turn to, so he needed to remember that before he fell deeply in love with her because her feelings could change once life returned to normal. Why did that hurt so much?
"Meg? Honey, I'm going to step out to the garage and pack up my bike for tomorrow. You okay for a bit?"
Pulling her bottom lip between her teeth, he watched as she forced a smile before replying, "Sure."
Nodding, he walked out the back door and through the attached garage. Darkness had set over the mountain now and the lights from the buildings and houses at the bottom of the hill shined like stars from below. He paused for just a moment to admire the view. One of the best things about living up here was his view, both in terms of security and in terms of breathtaking—morning and night.
Continuing on to the garage, he pulled his phone from his back pocket and called his brother.
"Yeah."
He chuckled. "Hey, Daws, you got a minute?"
"Yeah. How's your houseguest?" There was laughter in his voice.
"Been talking to Emmy?"
"Yeah." Chuckling on the other end of the phone made him smile.
"So, then you know. But it’s also the reason I'm calling. I feel like I have a bit of a dilemma here. She's vulnerable right now, has no one, and it seems like anyone who's ever been in her life has just up and left. Now it looks like I'm doing the same, and I don't mind telling you it's sitting hard in my gut. I don't want to let her down, but I don't want to let you and Emmy down either."
A full-on belly laugh sounded on the other end of the phone and it both grated his nerves and made him chuckle in return. Dawson always saw the humor in every situation.
"So, you've fallen for her. Emmy said as much, and I must say I'm so fucking happy you're moving on from that crack whore you're married to. Get that bitch out of our family once and for all, Ford."
"I didn't say I'd fallen for her—”
"Right, you didn't, but you have, or this wouldn't be a dilemma."
Sitting in the driver's side of the old Jeep, he gripped the steering wheel with his free hand and closed his eyes as he rested the back of his head against the back of the seat.
"You can't admit it yet?" Dawson chuckled again. "Damn, Ford, you've got it bad, and you're trying to ignore it. Emmy said she's beautiful, sweet, smart, and funny. What the hell is wrong with you? You can't possibly still be carrying a torch for the boney bitch you're married to. Please tell me that isn't the case."
"Of course, I'm not carrying a torch for her. I can't stand the thought of her at this point. And it has absolutely nothing at all to do with her."
"Then who does it have to do with? Falcon wants you to be happy just like the rest of us."
Inhaling deeply, he opened his eyes and imagined his dad standing in front of the Jeep looking at him, a crooked smile on his face telling him he was being a fool in so many ways right now. "I guess it's happened so fast that it seems wrong or weird or something."
"Please remember that I asked Sylvia to marry me on our third date. Dad asked Mom to marry him on their second date. Sometimes it happens fast. There's no perfect time frame in which a person is supposed to fall in love. And you'll hate yourself if you don't go and bring Bobby “Fucking” Ray in to be tried for killing Mom and Dad. And, if she can't stand that you go and bolts or wants to not see the truth of the matter, she isn't the right one for you. So, now what?"
"Right." He hefted himself from the Jeep and began walking toward the other side of the garage and his bike. The decision was clear; he had to go. "I'll leave in the morning to go find Bobby Ray, and then when I come home, I'll see how Megan feels about me. In the meantime, will you and Emmy watch out for her while I'm gone? She'll be all alone up here."
"Brother, we'll all stop in daily and make sure she's doing fine. Maybe she'll want to babysit, and Sylvia and I can actually get a date night in."
"Shit, Daws, you've already got her watching your kids?"
Laughter sounded on the other end of the phone before he said, "Gotta go, bro. Be careful out there and come home safe."
Ending the call and tucking his phone into his pocket, he uncovered his bike, a 2014 Dyna Low-rider. He still remembered the day he'd picked it up from the dealership, the first brand new bike he'd ever bought, and it felt like freedom. Taking a trip down Main Street in Lynyrd Station, people stopping and waving, the smile on his face grew from ear to ear. Then, he drove past the cottage he’d been staying in, turned onto his mountain road, and felt exhilarated that this house was his. He vowed he'd get it out of Tamra's name, and then he'd gotten the call from Rory—they had a lead on Bobby Ray June, and they needed his help.



       



CHAPTER 25
P izza was in the oven, a salad was made, the wine was opened and breathing, so all she needed to complete supper was Ford. And, she'd be a good girl and not complain about him leaving. She knew he had to and that had been the plan all along. He wasn't leaving her; he was going to work. After that, she'd be free to go home, fix her house, go back to work, and she could call Ford and stay in touch with him. If they wanted to get together, it could easily be accomplished on the weekends or something. Ninety miles wasn't across the country.
The back door opened, and she turned to watch Ford walk into the kitchen, the sight of him always stirring her in the most delicious way. Even now before seeing him her nipples pebbled tightly, her stomach fluttered, and her panties dampened. Such a silly schoolgirl she was. When his dark head poked around the corner, it was even more exciting. Those black eyes reflected the lights from the kitchen, and his full lips parted in a sexy ass smile which made her heartbeat speed up.
"It smells fantastic in here, Meg. How long before supper's ready?"
She glanced at the timer on the oven. "Ten minutes."
"Okay, then let me show you a couple of things you need to know." He sauntered over to his desk, lifted the top on his computer and waited for her to join him. Bonus that he pulled her down onto his lap. Definite bonus.
"Okay, this icon right here?" He used his mouse to point to a red triangular icon with MS in white letters on it. "This is my security system." Double clicking the icon, she tried ignoring the purely masculine aroma wafting from him every time he moved. The software opened to a screen filled with buttons and videos playing from different vantage points around this property.
"These are from all the cameras around the house and on the property. I own this whole side of the mountain. These cameras are placed to allow for viewing from the beginning of the property line at the bottom of the mountain to the end of the property line at the top. For the most part, they sit like this, showing nothing but the scenery, but as soon as something moves in front of a camera, they all turn on and record everything. Even animals trigger the cameras, the smallest squirrel can trigger one of them. What this means is that you will be able to see if someone is approaching the house anywhere on the property."
He pulled a phone from the top drawer of his desk. "This is a private phone and is not traceable to me or you or this house. You can call me or Emmy or Dawson, and if you need me to program anyone else's number into it, I'm happy to do that, so long as you don't tell anyone where you are. This is for your protection, not to keep you a prisoner. Okay?"
"Okay." The butterflies in her stomach took flight. He was keeping her safe.
He tapped Emmy's name on the phone and tapped the speaker icon. "I'm here," she answered.
"Okay, come on up slowly please."
Emmy's SUV triggered a camera, and her vehicle came into view as she drove up the driveway. Then all of the cameras came to life, showing her the entire property. Trees, flowers, mountainside, and the driveway. A beeping sounded from the computer when she was about halfway up the drive. "That tells you someone is approaching."
The beeping sounded faster a few moments later. "That tells you she's approaching the gate."
She watched the video as Emmy stopped at the gate, extended her hand out the window and entered the password on the security panel. The sound of a doorbell then rang from the computer and also from inside the house somewhere. "That's letting you know the gate has been opened."
He held up the telephone he'd just given her. "And if you aren't at the computer, you can see it all right here on the phone." The screen had filled with the images of the cameras she was looking at on the computer screen, one at a time showing her camera after camera, but in the corner was the red button flashing. Ford pointed to that button. "This tells you the gate has been opened."
"Okay. Wow, you weren't kidding you've got this place secured."
"I choose to believe that I'm not paranoid, just safe, but I suppose an argument could be made other than that."
A whistle sounded from the phone and the computer at the same time. "Emmy just opened the garage door." And the screen on the phone flicked to Emmy walking into the garage. She waved up at the camera before entering the door.
"Okay, all good?"
They both turned to see Emmy's smirk as she glanced their way. "Wow, can't you two separate for a moment?"
"Hush, Em, I'm simply showing Megan the security system. And you're a fine one to talk."
His dark eyes caught hers, "Em and Scott can't keep their hands off of each other."
She chuckled. "It smells great in here; what are you making?"
"Bar-b-que chicken pizza, and I made an apple pie earlier."
"Wow, I'm a bit jealous now."
She stood, winced a bit, then limped once as she walked toward Emmy. Ford quickly wrapped his arm around her shoulders and helped her take the weight off her foot. She hadn't been a nurse for a few years, but she'd need to take a look at her feet soon. He hadn't let her look at them before. He pulled one of the barstools away from the counter and motioned for her to sit down. "Meg cut her foot on the stones outside."
"Why the hell were you walking around outside without shoes on?"
"Never mind, Emmy."
Emmy's dark eyebrows rose into the bangs that framed her petite face, her dark eyes the spitting image of her brother's.
"Hm," she grumped, then walked to her brother, wrapped her arms around his waist and pulled him in for a long hug. "Be careful out there. It's more important to come home safe than bring that scumbag back, but I hope you get him."
Ford hugged his sister back, kissed the top of her head and replied, "I'll do both; I promise."
Emmy pulled away, looked directly at her and said, "You call me if you need anything. I'll bring groceries up in a couple of days. Text me what you need, and I'll pick it up."
Patting her brother on the chest a couple of times, she turned and exited as quickly as she entered. That woman was always on the go.
Ford turned to her, his eyes slightly glassy, and her heart raced. "Marge. Margaret June. You asked me earlier, and I didn't get the chance to respond. Waylon's mom's name was Margaret June."
He hurried to his computer and tapped away at the keys as the oven timer sounded. She walked on the outside of her feet to keep from ripping open her cuts, pulled the pizza from the oven and turned it off. Digging around in the drawers, she located a pizza cutter and sliced it in eight pieces. Working as efficiently as she could with minimal walking, she pulled the salads and dressing from the refrigerator and took them to the table. Turning to the counter she managed the salads, and Ford appeared beside her, picking up the pizza with the pot holders sitting alongside and carried it to the table.
"Did Marge have an old hunting cabin in the woods about fifty miles outside of South Pass?"
Oh my God, she'd forgotten about that stupid cabin. "Yes. Shit, I forgot about it. Is that where you think they are?"
"It's where I'm going to start looking. I found it in the real estate records. It was actually an accident. There is a tax deficiency on it. Looks like no one paid taxes on it for about five years now, so the county is foreclosing it out to make themselves whole."
"Oh, wow. Waylon used to just love going hunting every year, and that's where he went. I can't believe he'd just let that place go. Bobby Ray either."
"Well, whatever is going on with those two, it appears they've changed their minds about that hunting cabin."
Eating in silence for a few moments, she glanced at him often. His thoughts seemed very far away. "I'm sorry I didn't trust you before."
When he looked up at her, butterflies came to life in her tummy again. The light from the fixture above them gleamed in his dark coal black hair. The stubble on his jaw and chin gave him that scary Ford appearance, but she was no longer frightened of him. She now knew better.
"I don't blame you, Meg. In your shoes, I wouldn't have trusted me either."
Nodding, she set her napkin next to her plate. "Ready for pie?"



       



CHAPTER 26
T  he apple pie was just as good as his mom used to make. This woman is just too good to be true. Emmy would tell him if it’s too good to be true, it probably is, so this would be his secret for a while. Scooping her up from the table where they still sat too full to move, he gently set her on the sofa, jabbed at the fire a bit to get it roaring to life and kissed her on the forehead.
"I'll clean up, then we'll sit and relax."
She started to protest, but he shook his head. Her full lips parted in a blindingly beautiful smile, and his body quickly set itself to blazing. She was impossible to resist.
Heading back to the kitchen, his phone began playing the Wicked Witch theme song. Pulling it from his back pocket, he groaned. Tamra's name and a picture of the witch appeared as her avatar. He tapped "ignore" and silently swore under his breath. She hadn't called him in more than two years now. It figures just as soon as he found someone new, she'd crawl above ground and become a menace.
Making quick work of the dishes, he wrapped up the leftover pizza, covered the pie, refilled their wineglasses and brought them into the living room. As he handed the glass to Megan, he was once again pulled in by her alluring smile framed by her shiny, auburn curls. It never ceased to take his breath away. Their fingers brushed, and he noticed her breathing hitch. Hiding his smile, he gently sat next to her, careful not to jostle her wineglass. As he bent forward to grab the remote for the television from the coffee table, his cell phone rang. Closing his eyes, he silently prayed it wasn't Tamra, but as he glanced at the screen, he again saw the witch staring back.
"I'm sorry about this, Meg." He couldn't look at her, not when he was about to talk to his wife. "What do you want, Tamra?"
He felt Megan begin to scoot away, but he quickly set the hand holding his wineglass on her knee, which thankfully halted her progress. Leaning forward to set his wine on the coffee table, he inhaled deeply, slowly sat back, and circled his arm around Megan's shoulders. It was pure selfishness on his part. He needed the support to get through this phone call which would probably be another of Tamra's rantings about the stupid fucking house on the mountain and why was he so fucking stubborn?
"Stephano told me you're shacking up with one Megan June at MY house. What do you have to say about that?"
"What the hell are you talking about? And where would Stephano get any information about me and who I'm with and why would he give a shit?" He tried keeping his voice even, but it didn't seem to be working. The stiffness in his spine and the dread filling his stomach were the first two warning signs things could get off track in a nanosecond.
"It appears you didn't give your little plaything a proper lecture on safety first, turning her phone off and such things. Marcus was able to track her easy enough."
Slowly, he turned to look at Megan. Her confusion showed on her face, and her brows furrowed slightly as she took in his posture, tight jaw, and immediate fear. He held up a finger to his lips, silently telling Megan to be quiet, tapped the speaker icon on his phone and spoke slowly.
"Excuse me, say again?"
"Oh, for crissakes Ford, I know your little game. You didn't tell your latest plaything to turn her fucking phone off, and now we all know she's up there. So, I want to know what the fuck is going on in MY house, and I want to know now."
He mouthed to Megan, "Where's your phone?"
Immediately her hands flew to cover her mouth, her eyes grew round, and she sat straight up. Slowly she rose to her tender feet and hobbled to her bedroom. He followed her silently, and when they entered the door, he watched as she pulled her cell phone from the top of her purse, already turned on and emitting signals for all the world to track.
He snatched it from her hand and turned it off, though it was a bit late now. His focus back on Tamra, he tried to lie. Smooth as silk he replied, "Tamra, I'm not sure what shit you're on these days or how much of it, but this is MY house, and it always will be. You don't live here, and you never really have. You also will never live here; of that, I will promise. Now, I don't know what or who Megan is, but you need to get off the shit and start thinking straight. Am I clear?"
Laughing sounded on the other end of the line, and he heard Stephano bark at her to hang the fuck up. The line soon went silent, and he turned to Megan, tried like hell to soften his face, but that proved to be impossible.
"What the hell, Megan? I told you to keep your phone turned off. How long has it been on?"
The tears flowed down her cheeks, and her soft full lips trembled. "Since this afternoon. I tried calling Jolie after you stormed out of the house. Then I thought I'd pack and leave since I seem to make you so angry, but I couldn't get a signal. I went downstairs to grab my clothes, and that’s when I heard them. You. And got scared and bolted. I'm so sorry. I forgot."
He took in her room. Her bag was on the bed, filled with clothes. Her purse was sitting alongside, and it did indeed look like she'd been planning on leaving, and that thought sat like a hot stone in his belly. She was going to leave.
He turned slowly, left the room, and immediately sat at his computer. Making sure all of the systems were in place and turned on, he picked up his phone and dialed his friend, Rory.
"Yeah."
"I may have a problem." He filled Rory in on the situation and closed his eyes as he listened to his friend tap on his keyboard.
"Yep, Marcus is in town, but that could just be because he has to report in to Stephano. It could also be because he's hoping to see Megan or Waylon or both."
"Right. I've got to give this some thought. I was going to leave tomorrow morning to go back to South Pass and find Bobby Ray. I can't leave her here alone, and I don't want to take her. I'll give you a call later once I've had some time to process this and figure out what I'm going to do."
"Yep. In the meantime, let me see if I can ping her phone. Do you have your scramblers on?"
"Yeah." He raked his hand through his hair once more, trying to keep the bile quickly souring his stomach to settle. He turned Megan's phone back on so Rory could try to ping it.
Megan disappeared into her bathroom, and his eyes scanned his computer screen, looking for any signs things looked amiss.
"Yeah, I got it, Ford. Its signal is weak, but your scramblers aren't completely scrambling her signal. What do you think the odds are that they put something on her phone to make tracking her easier?"
"Fuck, I didn't think of that." His stomach twisted.
"Okay, so log on to Jared's site and type in this IP. 234.342.777.365S. Then put Megan's phone number into the search box. It'll tell you if there's anything in her phone tracking her."
Typing furiously, he added her number and watched the mind numbing little circle turn, fear crawling into his very core. A bright red box appeared on the screen that said in all capital letters BUGGED.
"Fuck. She's been tracked. I should have thought of that. Goddammit."
"Destroy the phone. I don't know what they're using, and we don't have the time to figure it out. Smash the damned thing into pieces and keep Jared's software up. It'll disappear when the phone is no longer traceable."
Jumping up from his chair, he practically ran to the garage and pulled a hammer from his toolbox. He wrapped her phone in a shop rag and began smashing her phone into tiny pieces, letting his anger fly.
Walking back into the living room to check his computer, he watched as the red box disappeared. “The tracking box disappeared. Can you try to ping it again?"
Typing on the other end sounded, and he looked up to see Megan still hadn’t come out of the bathroom. She was probably scared and mad as hell at herself. It was a careless mistake but one that his own son had made more than once, which is why the scramblers had come into play. But, in this case, it didn't matter, they were tracking her anyway.
"Nope, no signal now. What are you going to do?"
"I think we'll leave tonight. Heading back to South Pass. The sooner I find that piece of shit Bobby Ray June, the sooner we'll all be safe. By the way, Megan told me Waylon stole drugs from Marcus, so those are floating around somewhere too. My hope is finding Bobby Ray will find Waylon, and the drugs and Megan will be safe. It's a lot of hopes I have right now."
"Right. I'll call Emmy and fill her in; she'll take care of the house. Keep in touch and let me know you’re both safe."
"Yeah, thanks, Rory."



       



CHAPTER 27
O h. My. God. What in the world had she done? All of his hard work and effort to keep her safe, them safe, and she'd thrown it away feeling sorry for herself. Mortified wouldn't begin to explain how she felt right now. Ignorant. Dumb. Selfish. Were there other words? Plenty.
When he turned and walked out of her room, she wanted to scream and cry. Of course, that would do no good at all. She could hear him on the phone now with Rory, so she stepped into her bathroom. Looking at herself in the mirror, she saw her auburn hair curling in every which way, the humidity making it bigger than it had been in years. Her eyes had bags underneath, her lips too full and puffy. All in all, she hated the woman looking back at her.
Turning the water on in the shower to warm, she decided to take a quick warm shower and get dressed in fresh jeans and T-shirt then she'd offer to leave. She'd tell Ford she could hop on a bus to her brother's in California—surely, she’d be safe out there.
Undressing quickly, she stepped into the warm water, and a shiver skittered down her spine. How did people who loved drama in their lives stand this? She felt like she'd aged ten years in just a week. Washing her hair, then her body, she rinsed, dried herself off and donned her clean clothing. Pulling her hair back in a haphazard braid, some tendrils not minding her ministrations and curling around her face, she inhaled a deep breath and stepped out into the living room to face his wrath. She deserved it.
Stepping into the living room, she saw him sitting at his desk, typing away on his keyboard, engrossed in once again trying to keep them safe. "I'm so, so sorry Ford. Honestly, I didn't even think about it. I'm not used to this. It's not an excuse—not a good one anyway, but please forgive me."
He looked up at her from his computer and let out a long breath. "Come here, Meg."
She took small, tentative steps. He'd shown no violence toward her, but this was just the stuff that would make Waylon snap and throw things. He'd only hit her once, and that was the last year they were married, which was just one more reason to get away from him. As if there needed to be more than she already had.
Once she reached the edge of his desk, she stopped, searching his face for signs of his mood. His brows furrowed as he watched her. "I'll never hurt you. Ever."
She swallowed, placed her hand on her tummy and stepped closer to him, alongside his chair. He reached over and wrapped his hands around her hips and set her down on his lap. Resting his chin on her shoulder, she heard him breathe in her scent, then rest his cheek next to hers. His arms tightened around her waist before he spoke.
"I had to destroy your phone." She sucked in a breath, her head spinning slightly. "Marcus had a tracking device attached to it, and we didn't have the time to figure out how to disable it. So, it wasn't the fact that you left your phone on as much as they've been tracking you all along. It explains how he knew you were at Jolie's and when you were at work and when you weren't. It's also how he knew you were here and just happenstance that his boss is my ex’s fuck buddy."
Her lips trembled. "Okay." What do you say to that? She'd never in her life been in a situation like this.
"So, go in your room and pack up all of your things. We're leaving tonight. I've emailed Emmy and Dawson and explained a bit of what's going on. Rory will fill them in on the rest. He found us an Airbnb to stay in tonight, which is in the heart of downtown South Pass, and easily accessible to the police. He also has alerted patrols that we'll be there, and they'll be watching for Marcus' car and any of his colleagues."
Turning in his lap, she looked into those black depths, for comfort and to make sure he wasn't angry. She held his gaze for a long time, and he held hers. His hand cupped her jaw, his thumb swiped over her bottom lip once before he added, "I'll keep you safe. I promise."
"I'm not your responsibility, Ford. I seem to keep pulling you away from your work and completing your mission, and for that, I’m truly sorry."
"You are my responsibility, Megan. It seems I've developed feelings for you, and for that, I’m not sorry." His lips brushed hers gently, and her tummy flipped. "Okay, go pack, and I'll do the same, we've got to hit the road. Rory and a couple patrols will be at the bottom of the mountain in about twenty minutes to make sure we don't have problems leaving town."
Standing, she swiped her hands down her thighs to dry the sweat that had gathered. She walked to the first aid kit still on the edge of the counter and pulled a couple of Band-Aids from the box, sat on a stool and bandaged up her cuts, then went to the basement to get her clothes long forgotten in the laundry room. As she descended the steps, she turned to see Ford watching her, scary Ford long gone and this new Ford, sweet and protective, watching her movements as if he couldn't look at her enough. The thought of that was so nice it made her heart flutter, and her lips trembled with a soft smile. Things were bad, but they could be so much worse.



       



CHAPTER 28
P acking was easy for him. He'd done it so many times in his life and for extended periods. Often, he'd leave home and not know how long he'd be gone. This was just another one of those times, but it was the first time he was bringing someone along with him, and this someone had become special, so that explained his sudden nerves. Grabbing his duffel bag, he headed to the desk and gathered his notebook and the maps he'd been compiling. Megan exited her bedroom, and he motioned with his head to the garage. She'd put on shoes, and he noticed that she was walking on the outside of her feet. Another dilemma was she wouldn't be able to run if they needed to. He'd have to keep that in mind as they made their way toward Bobby Ray.
Double-checking the security systems on his laptop, he closed the lid and laid it in the drawer, locking it up. The lights were on timers and would go off at different times each night, and if they were watching, Marcus and Stephano wouldn't know if they were inside or not. Closing the blinds on the windows, he quickly made his way to the garage and tossed his bags into the back seat of his truck. Megan had already settled herself in the passenger seat, her head turned to watch him from over the seat. He caught her gaze. "I'll be right back, please stay here."
She nodded but didn't vocalize her acceptance, and he hoped that was due to fear and not that she had no intention of complying with him. He swiftly made his way to the back garage, pulled his weapons from the bags and hiding places on his Harley, strapping them to his waist, ankle, breast holster and one for the console holder in his truck. Locking up the doors, he scurried to the garage and let out a breath when Megan was still sitting still as a mouse in the passenger seat.
As Ford backed out of the garage, she watched as the door came to a close before them, then turned his truck and headed down the side of the mountain. His eyes scanned the area for signs of anyone approaching, any danger, or movement, and his back was stiff and tight. Navigating a sharp corner, he pulled his phone from his back pocket and with a quick flick of his wrist, set it up in the holder on his dash. Tapping the MS icon, he flicked his gaze between the road and his phone, making sure the security system was working. Maneuvering around another corner, his headlights scanning the area for him, his relief at being close to the bottom and not seeing signs of anything out of the ordinary helped his breathing regulate. Megan sat perfectly still, probably nervous on the mountain road at night and the whole situation, but for right now, he was grateful for her silence.
His phone rang, and he tapped the Bluetooth connection on his steering wheel. "Montgomery."
"Rory here. Marcus is still at Stephano's, and so far, we haven't detected any minions running about. I'm down here waiting."
"We're almost there. Five minutes."
The call ended without any further conversation. It was how he and Rory communicated, no extra bullshit needed.
Rounding the final corner, he saw his friend’s headlights at the end of the drive and felt immensely better for it, but they were far from safe at this point. Who knew what Stephano had planned? This in itself was most likely a trap.
Megan let out a long-held breath and voiced his concerns. "This might be a trap to get us to move."
"It might.”
"Do you—do we have a plan B?"
"Nope."
"What's your plan with all the security at the house and all over your land? What would you do if someone breached it?"
"I'd get ready to kill them. At the very least defend myself and anyone in the house. But, I couldn't leave you there alone without my protection, and my hope is that they won't expect me to move so quickly. I think we have the time advantage."
Her slight nod was the only acknowledgment of his comments, so he took it. As he neared his best friend, he flashed his brights once, which glistened off the sleek black Charger his friend just loved above all other cars. When he'd made detective, it was the first thing he bought. The department paid for his gas and insurance, but he bought the car, so it was his and he didn't have to share it with anyone else.
Rory backed up to let them pass, and he turned onto the road that would lead them out of Lynyrd Station. A few things he knew for sure at this moment in time were that he’d come back to this house for good once this was over and he was finished with bounty hunting. It was time he lived life instead of existing in it. What he wasn't sure about was if Megan would be in his life. That thought made his gut twist.
"How would Marcus get a tracker on my phone?" Her soft voice pierced his thoughts.
"I don't know. I wanted to talk about that. Would there have been any time when you thought someone had been in your house? When something was out of place? A feeling?"
His heart raced as he waited for her answer. When he glanced briefly at her, he saw the moisture in her eyes reflected from the ambient light from his phone.
"There was a night that I thought Marcus was on my front porch. I thought I heard something and looked out the window and saw his car out front. My heart was beating so fast I could barely breathe. But I didn't think he'd come in the house. I got up and locked my bedroom door and listened for movement in the house, but I didn't think I heard anything."
"Had you been sleeping?"
"Yes." Her one word was so soft he could barely hear it.
"Could he have been in your house before you woke and you heard him leaving?"
The glint of a tear sliding down her cheek and falling on her lap caused an instant tightness in his throat. Her shoulders lifted and fell silently. "I don't know."
"Did you sleep with your phone by the bed?"
Shaking her head no, her breath caught in her throat. "I usually left it in the living room on the charger by the sofa."
He reached across the console of his truck and took her hand in his. Squeezing it tightly, he held on trying to give them both comfort. Marcus had gone so far as to gain entry into her home while she slept. Putting a tracker on her phone was the least of the things he could have done to her—something she was already realizing.



       



CHAPTER 29
Weak and nauseous. There was no other way to describe how she felt right now. The level to which she was in over her head muted her. And, to top it off, she'd done nothing wrong other than having been married to that asshole, Waylon. If she had a crystal ball right now, she'd wish herself back to the day she'd met Waylon and change it all. Everything.
They trudged up the steps to the apartment on the third floor of an older building in South Pass. The business below was a tiny card shop run by a nice hippy type lady named Sunflower. She'd met her years ago when her grandmother was still alive, and they came shopping for cards. Sunflower's cards were handmade, unusual, and pleasing to the eye. Some of her sayings inside were obscure and weird, but the cards with the blank insides were the ones she usually purchased. Sunflower lived on the second floor, and she'd turned her third-floor apartment into an Airbnb for extra income. Not a bad gig for a hippy.
Ford unlocked the door, and the welcoming feeling that washed over her actually soothed her nerves. Earth-toned furnishings and all colors accented the brightly colored paintings of sunflowers, of course, and other florals that she'd guess were actually painted by Sunflower herself. Not something she'd ever have in her own house, but for some reason, this worked beautifully. She stepped farther into the living room, and Ford stepped in behind her, set his bags next to the sofa and looked out the window before closing the blinds. The apartment was small with an open concept. The small, but quaint living room floated into the kitchen area which was no more than a small bank of cabinets with colorful orange and yellow flowers inlaid within blue tiles. The cabinets were painted gray and complimented the living room perfectly. A short hallway led to the bathroom and then the bedroom toward the back. Setting her bag on the queen-sized bed she took in the decorating of the bedroom, much the same as the rest of the apartment. Sparsely furnished but comforting. Ford followed her into the bedroom, went straight to the window overlooking the back alley behind the building and closed the blinds.
He pulled his phone from his back pocket and tapped an icon. "We're here. It looks safe enough, and I'll install the portable motion sensors on the first and second flights of stairs. Thanks for your help, Rory." He headed back to the living room, pulled the blinds back a slit with one finger and surveyed the street below.
Turning to look at her for the first time since they'd found her phone, he smiled. "Will you be okay here for a few minutes while I install the sensors?"
"Yeah. Go ahead." Her stomach roared to life again and not in a good way. Motion sensors, guns, on the run; it all held such surreal and negative vibes. She wouldn't be able to get used to a life like this.
He nodded, dug through his bag and pulled out a small black case with, she assumed, the sensors. "Lock the door behind me, just in case."
Running her hands up and down her arms to ward off the chill that went through her, she opened the cabinets in hopes of finding coffee. Feeling lucky at her find of caramel and sea salt coffee, she set about brewing a pot. It would probably be a very long night. The mundane, routine task of finding cups and creamers and a spoon helped to settle her nerves. Fleetingly, she thought of calling Jolie to see how she was doing and let her know she was okay, but after the phone incident, she didn't want to screw anything up, so she set that thought aside.
The sound of voices floated up to her from below, and her heart hammered in her chest. Listening at the door for signs of friend or foe, she could only hear talking but not specific words. Sunflower may have guests, and hopefully, they were friendly, and no one knew they were here. Ford told her Rory gave their names as Michael and Jane, nothing suspicious or unusual enough to remember. The key to this apartment had been left in a lock box inside the garage, so they hadn't been seen.
A key inserted into the lock made her jump back, her heart pounding in her chest, her throat suddenly dry.
Ford stepped into the room, turned and locked the door and pulled his phone from his pocket. Bringing up the screen, he turned it toward her so she could see six green lights in tiny squares. "These are the sensors in the stairs at each entry point. They'll flash red if someone breaches a sensor. My phone will also chirp in case I'm not watching the screen."
He stepped up to her, and her heartbeat increased for a different reason this time. His strong arms enfolded her into a warm embrace and his head dipped to drop a kiss on the top of her head. "We'll be safe here tonight."
His firm warm body pressed tightly against hers soothed her in ways she never would have imagined. Just a simple hug from him made this situation feel so much better. It didn't hurt that he was handsome and had this security thing down like a boss.
"Do I smell coffee?"
Giggling, she replied, "Yes. Let me pour us a cup." Her heart felt lighter, at least a bit. She poured their coffees and carried them to the sofa where Ford sat with his laptop on his knees. "I thought you left that at the house?"
When his eyes met hers, butterflies swarmed her stomach, those dark depths so intense but so purely sexy. "I have an identical one at the house. This one stays in my truck."
"Wow, you are prepared, Ford." She chuckled and sat next to him, wanting to see what he was working on but not wanting to seem nosy.
"Yes, ma'am. Look here." He pointed to his computer which relieved her curiosity. "The house is secure, no one has tried to enter the land, and no one has stepped foot on my land. So, whatever the purpose of Tamra's phone call, to either root us out or to fish, so far, they seem to be leaving us alone. Rory and his guys are watching Stephano's house for activity, and I've not heard anything, so no news is good news."
He accepted the coffee cup from her hand and sipped at the warm brew. "Good. Thanks."
Placing his laptop on the wicker cube that served as a coffee table, he turned his head and locked eyes with her. "Tomorrow we're driving up to Margret June's cabin to see if Waylon and Bobby Ray are there. I'm not comfortable leaving you here alone, so I'm bringing you with me, but you'll need to stay in the truck. They can't see in, and you'll go unnoticed there. If they aren't there, then we'll swing by an apartment that's in the name of El Pablo Guzman."
He twisted to face her fully, his fingers tugging gently on the braid slung over her shoulder. "It's a long shot, but if they'd have the balls to hide out in the very apartment the cartel owns, we might get lucky. Let's hope they're arrogant enough to believe they can stay right under the noses of the very people they've stolen from."
Arrogant. Yep, they were that, all right. "Here's to arrogance." Raising her coffee cup in the air, she saluted and then sipped at her warm brew.
"Now, one last thing. Do you know how to handle and shoot a gun?"



       



CHAPTER 30
Driving toward the cabin, his stomach clenched tight. He'd woken up this morning with Megan nestled tightly to him, his arms holding her close, the fragrance of her hair, sweet and soft filling his senses. Now, he was bringing her here, and there could very well be danger. And, as stupid as it sounded, he was worried she'd see Waylon and feel something for him. He was afraid he'd see it in her face. They'd been driving for an hour and twenty minutes, and according to the GPS, they were almost there. He could feel it in his gut.
Sweat gathered between his shoulder blades—the first droplet skating down his spine at this moment. Turning the truck onto the gravel road, his heart hammered in his chest. His peripheral vision caught Megan's spine stiffen, and her breathing labored, her right hand holding her stomach. He'd shown her how to hold a gun this morning, how to remove the safety, and how to aim it should she need it, but they'd had no time to actually practice shooting. Hopefully, she wouldn't have to, and if she did, he hoped he wasn't in the way.
"Meg, remember, you stay in the truck, doors locked, and don't make a sound. Pick up the gun."
He glanced at her face, the clenching of her jaw evident. Her shoulders were so tight, they looked painful. He regretted bringing her along. She could have stayed with Emmy, but if he were honest, he was also a bit selfish where she was concerned. Hopefully not to the demise of either of them.
Megan slowly leaned forward and pulled the pistol from its holder bolted to the front of his console. Wrapping her fingers around the stock as he'd shown her, she kept it pointed at the floor, held between her knees, feet spread apart.
Pulling the truck to a stop, he surveyed the area at the end of the road. A shack stood to the left, woods to the right. No vehicles around, no tire tracks, and no life signs are visible. So, he'd have to go inside. Figured.
Backing his truck up and into the edge of the woods to, at a minimum, partially conceal it should someone else come looking down here and keep Megan as safe as possible, he put it in park, twisted to face her. "I'm leaving the keys in the ignition and the truck on, in case this goes bad, and a quick escape is needed. If you hear shots and don't see me running out of the shack or toward you, climb over the console and take off. Don't wait for me if they come for you. Hear me?"
"But, Ford, I ..."
"Megan. Honey. I need to know that whatever happens, you'll keep yourself safe." Moisture gathered in her eyes, and she swallowed hard, the sound loud in the quiet truck. "If you have to leave me here, you push this button right here as you start driving out. It'll connect you to Rory, who will call local authorities and send help. Promise me."
He framed her face with his hands, her eyes glassy but so very green in the sunlight that streamed in through the windshield. She'd pulled her curly auburn curls into a braid again this morning as he stood watching her deft fingers tame her wild mane. Her hair was becoming one of the features about her that appealed so very much to his imagination. Its softness was like nothing else he'd ever felt, its wildness intoxicating.
"I promise." She let out a deep breath. "But you need to promise me you'll try to come back to me. You'll be safe and do everything you can to come out here and leave with me."
He closed his eyes and touched his forehead to hers. His heart beat savagely in his chest. "I promise." His lips touched hers softly, which was just the opposite of what he wanted to do to her right now. Holding her tightly to him and never letting go would have been his preference.
"Okay. Ready?"
She let out a long breath. "Yeah."
Game face on. Scanning the area once again, he saw the footpath to the front of the cabin and decided he'd go in the opposite direction. If they were in there watching for intruders, they'd likely watch the footpath. He stepped from the truck and slowly pushed the door closed, motioned to Megan to lock the doors and once he heard the click, he pulled a gun from his waist holster, flicked the safety off and slowly made his way through the tall weeds to the back of the shack. Flies buzzed in the quiet, a squirrel scurried up the side of a tree, and he'd be lying if he said that didn't scare him just a smidge.
Reaching the back corner of the structure, he flattened his back to the building, looked across the distance to see his truck, the inside obscured by his window coating, but he knew she was watching him and scared. He nodded for her benefit, glanced around the landscape once more, peeked around the corner and edged his way along the wall to the back door. Taking a few deep breaths, he raised his gun, tried the door knob to find it open, opened it just a crack and listened for movement. When he heard nothing, he slid inside, keeping his back against the wall, and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkened cabin, the only light streaming in between the tatters on the pathetic curtains still hanging in the windows.
Cobwebs strung here and there caught the sun's rays over the kitchen table. Dust coated heavily on the top had been disturbed by someone's hand swiping through it in a poor effort to clean a path. A bowl sat in the swath of cleared dust and a coffee cup alongside it. Moving silently, he touched the outside of the cup with the back of his forefinger. Cold. Milk rested in the bottom of the bowl—not curdled—the spoon resting there dry. Someone had been here this morning, or at the latest, yesterday afternoon. Glancing around the kitchen area, he saw that a cooler sat under a makeshift counter, which was nothing more than two by fours with a plywood top. The cooler wasn't dusty, though it was dirty. Lifting the top and peering inside, he found a quart of milk, a package of lunch meat, and a carton of eggs. Severely melted ice floated in the water along the bottom. It appeared someone was staying here. Stepping around the wall to what served as a living room, he saw a ratty sofa that looked like it had seen better days or possibly picked from the garbage and a rumpled sleeping bag on the top. Another sleeping bag lay wadded up in an old recliner, and the smell of the cabin became overwhelming—old blood and feces. Something silver peeked out from under the sleeping bag on the other side of the recliner. Inching forward, he picked it up, glanced at the amulet hanging from the chain and pocketed it.
The sound of a motor caught his attention and he knew he'd either need to get out or stay and surprise them and since his mission was to capture Bobby Ray June, he flattened his back to the darkness in the corner and hoped like hell he would have the element of surprise in his favor.
As the motor grew louder, the distinct sound of a four-wheeler explained why there wasn't a vehicle around and why tire tracks weren't visible. They likely hid their truck or car—whatever they were using for transportation in the woods—and used the four-wheeler to travel to and from.
The motor slowed, and he held his breath, hoping they hadn't noticed the truck. The low murmur of the stilled four-wheeler filled the air, followed by low voices. Then the four-wheeler engine raced and sounded as it slowly became softer the farther away it went. Staying in place for a few moments, waiting to see if one of them had stayed behind, he worked to slow his breathing. Twisting his neck, he looked around the corner to the kitchen area and saw no signs of movement, heard no sounds. Braving a step into the room, he glanced out the window, scanning as much of the area as he could see and saw nothing and no one move. Exiting the shack, he looked across the weeds to see his truck, undisturbed. Slowly making his way back to his truck, he kept his eyes vigilant. Nothing. Not a sound.
As his hand gripped the door handle, he heard the locks click, and in one swift movement, he hoisted himself into the truck, pleased when Megan locked the doors the second he closed his door.



       



CHAPTER 31
"O h my God. I've never been so scared in my life. I'm not kidding. Fucking scared." She was thrilled to see him, whole and alive, but her heart pounded hard in her chest, and she was grateful for good health right now that she could sustain this kind of excitement.
"Was it them on the four-wheeler? Did they both leave, and which way did they go?"
He looked into her eyes, and scary Ford was back. "Yes, both of them, and they went through the woods in that direction. They saw me. The truck. Fuck, I was scared."
His grin spread on his face, and it was beautiful. "You’re beginning to talk like a sailor, or at the very least, my sister.”
"I'm sorry. My grandma would be so pissed that I used it. But I don't have words to describe how scared I was." Her breaths came in bursts.
He reached for her head and pulled her close, kissing her forehead, then her lips. "I'm so sorry, Megan. Hang tough with me, okay?"
Quickly nodding, she vowed to herself that she could do this and be tough. He didn't need to be distracted by her. He kissed her forehead again and put the truck in drive. Easing the truck down the gravel road, his eyes always scanning for movement, she marveled at his strength and courage. He was admirable in so many ways.
She began scanning the horizon as well, looking for any signs of life or danger or movement.
"Do you know what kind of vehicle either of them might have?"
"No. I honestly haven't seen Waylon in years, since we divorced, so about five years now. Bobby Ray, I never paid any attention to him."
She watched his jaw work, just the mere mention of Bobby Ray did something to him. Understandable, for sure.
"Margret June died a few years ago. Their daddies were brothers and very close. Waylon is an only child, so he stuck close to Bobby Ray. Bobby Ray has a sister who lives in Texas now, I think."
"That's what my file says." His jaw clenched then relaxed. She assumed by great effort.
Of course, he'd have a file. He'd been researching Bobby Ray for years. She took in a deep breath; she didn't need to know, but … "Am I in your file?"
He turned his head and captured her gaze. The action always made her body do funny things. Her heart always hitched up a few beats, her panties always dampened, and she always flushed. She could feel the burning in her chest at this very moment. Remembering his strong work roughened hands on her hips, all over her body, made her squirm in her seat.
"Yes. It's how I found you."
"What does it say?" She took a deep breath. "About me. What does it say? Am I bad or good?"
His right hand grabbed her left hand and held it tight. "My file doesn't judge or determine bad or good, Meg. It's just the basics. Where you worked. When you divorced. Your address, those things. I'll let you read it tonight when we stop, if it'll make you feel better."
She swallowed. "We'll see." Quickly glancing at his face, her lips trembled into a smile. "Maybe."
That seemed to work for him because he squeezed her hand again, then put his hand back on the steering wheel. Once again searching for his prey.
Reaching the county road, Ford turned slowly onto it in the direction that Waylon and Bobby Ray had traveled—slowly traveling along the road, looking into the woods for any signs of movement. Once they'd passed the wooded area and came to a corner, he sped up and headed toward South Pass.
"Waylon have any kind of a man cave at the house? In the garage or basement?"
"No. My grandpa had a work room in the basement. He used to make birdhouses and little wooden decorations. Waylon would go down there sometimes, but he didn't make anything. I guess he just needed a quiet place to think."
"And you never felt like he came back to the house after you divorced?"
Shaking her head, her brows pinched together. Had she? God, she was a moron. "I don't think so. I don't know. Why would he?"
"I don't know. Just piecing things together."
The first thing she was going to do when she could get back in her house is go to the basement and see if something was there. Sitting here and thinking about it now, she didn't always lock her doors. South Pass was safe, or so she thought. The ringing of his phone broke into her thoughts.
"Montgomery." His Bluetooth engaged.
"Marcus is on his way to South Pass. He's about forty-five minutes out."
"Thanks, Rory. I found the shack; they're staying there, or they were. They saw my truck and took off on a four-wheeler into the woods. If they think they've been found, they'll be moving again."
"Okay. We'll be watching Marcus. No idea if he knows you're there or if he has orders to find Waylon, but I have two patrols watching Stephano's house, and I'll have locals watching Marcus."
"Thanks, Rory. Any word from the fire department on Megan's house? We'd like to get in there if we can."
This was news. Good news. Maybe. She watched his profile as he drove. Classic nose, dark brows over those impossibly dark eyes. His coal black hair reflected the sunlight as a mirror would. A few silver strands above his ears glinted in the sun. How had she not noticed those before? It gave him that silver fox appeal, not that he needed more than he already had. What on earth was wrong with Tamra to let him go? To intentionally push him away?
"I'll call you back with word. I haven't heard from the chief today at all."
"Okay. Thanks."
A click sounded, and the call ended. "There's never any banter with you two. Are you friends outside of work?"
"Of course. We served together. We're brothers—battle brothers."
"But it's always so ... ah, clinical or something when you talk."
"Lately, when we talk, it's about work. When we talk outside of work, it's different. We have dangerous jobs, and we need our attention focused on the task at hand."
"Okay." Made sense. When she and Jolie talked on the phone, it could go on and on for an hour or more. They always had so much to say while actually saying nothing. She'd have to see if Ford would let her stop by to see her friend. She must be worried sick.
"Still have that burner phone I gave you?"
"Yeah."
"Pull up an Airbnb in South Pass for tonight. I don't want to stay in the same place."
Okay, that was good, it would keep her busy for a bit, and maybe her stomach would settle.
Finding a place she thought would work out—on Main Street, easy to see the area and easy for the police to patrol, she told Ford about it. He leaned forward and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. "Use the Visa."
Just as she finished booking their room, Ford's phone rang once again.
"Montgomery."
"No go on the house, Ford. Chief says maybe later. They're in there right now finishing up the investigation."
"Roger. Thanks." He turned to face her. "I'm going to have to go ask a few questions of some of the patrons at The Bullseye. I understand that's where Waylon hung out. I hate to bring you in there. It's not the place I'd ever want my woman to venture into. That said, do you think your friend Jolie is home for a short visit?"
Now this sounded good. He called her “my woman” which was exciting in a caveman sort of way, and she was going to see Jolie.
"My woman?" She had to give him a little grief.
"You don't think you're my woman?"
Wow. Her heart started its racing again for about the tenth time today, but this time it felt awesome. "I guess I hadn't thought about it."
He chuckled and turned down Second Street on the edge of town that would bring them close to Jolie's house.
Needing to lighten the suddenly serious vibe that just entered the truck, she responded to his earlier question. "She's a stay-at-home mom; she'll be home."
"Meg? You can't tell her where we're staying. No one, not even Jolie, can know. I won't even tell Emmy or Dawson. Okay?"
"I promise." She smiled at him. It probably looked like beaming, but after the scare she'd had at the shack, the news of visiting Jolie was welcome. Plus, once the fear had left her, she had to admit it was sort of exciting riding along with Ford. Maybe she'd become a badass one day, and Jolie could help her come up with a badass bounty hunter name.



       



CHAPTER 32
Seeing Megan to the door at Jolie's, he kissed her lips, more than once, then tipped his head to Jolie and sauntered to his truck rather proud of himself. After all, when he said he wouldn't want to bring his woman to a bar like The Bullseye, he wasn’t referencing Megan in particular, but he meant anyone he cared about. But the instant it was out of his mouth, he realized he wanted her to be his woman. He wanted her to want to be his woman. If only he weren't still married and things were different.
He pulled to the curb outside of the seedy looking bar. Even the street it was on looked like the back end of the town. Dingy buildings lined the street—some of them not even straight—looking like a good strong wind would topple them over in a heartbeat.
The front door was held open with a barstool. The only two windows in front held dirty, bug-crusted neon signs, and both were cracked. The sign hanging over the front door was a beer sign; the plastic insert that no doubt had the bar's name painted on it had long been gone. So the dim light bulb inside was visible.
Once he shut his truck off, the music from the jukebox rolled out into the street, the current tune an old country ballad by Conway Twitty. The music playing inside was as old as the bar itself. Entering the dark, dank building, the smell of stale beer and old cigarette smoke assaulted his nostrils. His feet made noise as he walked deeper into the bar, as his shoes stuck in the layers of spilled substances from years gone by and popped when he pulled them up to take a step.
Locating a space somewhere close to the middle of the bar, he plopped on the stool, trying to blend in as much as possible, but since he'd recently showered and shaved, it was nearly impossible. A quick glance down the bar showed the general population here drank tap beer. Shit.
"What'll it be, buddy?" asked the bartender. His dirty wife beater stretched across a beer belly and didn’t quite meet its goal to cover the large pasty expanse that hung under it.
"Tap beer. The Olds is good." Reaching into his pocket, he pulled a five dollar bill out and tossed it on the bar. No need in looking like he had money in a place like this. He'd sit here a bit and see if anyone engaged him in conversation.
As he drank his beer, his ears tuned into a conversation at the end of the bar, toward the bathrooms in the back.
"You get your new stuff yet?" a younger man with a Pittsburgh Steelers hat on said to the man next to him, sporting an oversized cowboy hat on his greasy head.
"Naw. He's supposed to meet me later out back."
"’Kay. I'll be here too. I needed some cash this week and got some leads to make scores."
"Give 'im a coupla hours."
They were trying to talk softly, but the amount of alcohol it looked like they'd already consumed made it impossible. No one else in the bar seemed to pay them any mind so it must just be business as usual. He continued sipping his beer hoping to hear who this would-be dealer was. It would just be too perfect that he would find Waylon like this.
The stool next to him pulled away from the bar, and a large man around six feet six stood where the stool had once been. The man looked as out of place as he felt. Aftershave floated over the other odors in the bar, and as he took a better look at the man, he could see his clothing was of better quality than anyone else here in the bar. Long sleeves rolled back to the elbow of a blue dress shirt, tucked into black jeans and the man wore cowboy boots which peaked out from under his pants. When he looked up into the man's face, he found he was being watched by this big man, and his stomach knotted. Keeping it cool, he asked, "Can I buy you a drink, mister?"
"You don't look like you belong in here."
"I was thinking the same about you."
The man chuckled, then held out his hand. "Name’s Bull and I own this dump."
Shaking hands with Bull, he replied, "Ford. Nice place."
Bull threw his head back and laughed. "Naw, it ain't, but you wouldn't believe the cash that rolls through this place."
"Shorty, get my friend Ford here a beer and bring me a scotch."
The fat man behind the bar waddled to the back bar and poured a top shelf scotch into a glass. Setting it in front of Bull, he grabbed Ford's empty glass and refilled it with the tap beer he'd previously drank. Setting it in front of him, Shorty cranked his head back and looked up at his employer. "Anything else, boss?"
"Any word from our friend?"
Shorty nodded to the two men at the end of the bar. "Jason and Welch are meeting him a bit later."
Bull looked at the two men, his lip slightly curled up. Picking up his glass, he downed a large majority of the drink without missing a beat. The first thing that came to mind was one tough son of a bitch. He'd never be able to down that much scotch without his eyes watering.
"What brings you here, Ford?"
"Needed a drink. Old lady ragging on me. I'm new in town, dropped her off at her sister’s and came here to hide."
Bull slapped him on the back with one of his big paws and guffawed as if he'd been there before.
"Poor son of a bitch."
Nodding his head in agreement, he began thinking he'd struck gold here. This shithole made money because they were selling drugs from it. He'd bet his left nut that this was Waylon's connection. As soon as he could, he'd get Rory looking into The Bullseye.
Picking up his scotch, Bull slapped him on the back once more. "Nice meeting ya, Ford."
He sauntered past the two men at the end of the bar, around a corner and disappeared from sight. Playing it cool, Ford finished his beer then hefted himself off his stool. With a slight wave to the bartender, he exited the bar pleased for the fresh air to fill his lungs. He felt like he needed a shower.
Climbing into his truck, he pulled away from the curb but made it a point to look behind the bar to see some men gathering at the back door, loading boxes into the back of a pickup truck.
Tapping his phone, he dialed up Rory.
"Yeah."
"I need you to do a bit of research on a dump called The Bullseye. I have a big hunch that's Waylon's connection in town for selling drugs. I may also need backup. They're expecting someone with some stuff in about an hour."



       



CHAPTER 33
Her visit with Jolie was awesome but cut a bit short when her friend had to leave to pick up her daughter, Sally Ann, from dance lessons. Jolie offered to bring her along, but Megan asked to be dropped off at her house instead. She needed to get inside and see if she could find her grandma's necklace and she'd like to take the opportunity to gather a few more clothes.
"Ah, no. I'm not dropping you off there. Are you crazy? They'd look for you there for sure, Megan."
"I'll be quiet and sneak in and then out. I've just got to see it, Jolie."
"Didn't you say that Ford would take you there once the chief said it was okay?"
Her shoulders sank, she had said that.
"Fine. Will you take me to the Log Cabin then, so I can check in with Nila? I'll call Ford and tell him to pick me up there, and I promise, I'll stay in the back."
The nicest thing she'd learned was Jolie's husband, Derek, boarded up her front window and fixed her door. Now armed with a new key, she'd simply let herself in and stay close to the walls in case the floor wasn't safe. She also wanted to check out the basement and see if Waylon had been using her house for nefarious purposes.
A few minutes later, she stood at the back door of the Log Cabin, the aroma of freshly baked pies and bacon floating out to greet her made her stomach growl. Knowing full well she should do as she said she would, she turned instead to begin walking the three blocks to her house. She could stay out of sight by walking through the yards of her neighbors. In the summer when it was nice, there were days she'd make the walk, enjoying the quiet little town for what it was, a quiet little town. Today, for some reason it didn't feel that way.
Skittering across Joseph Street, she felt like everyone in town was watching her from behind their curtains. Her shoulders were stiff, and she felt like she was walking in slow motion, unable to make any time at all.
Hearing Mrs. Baxter yell from her porch, "Hey! Get off there."
She spun around to see two neighborhood kids jumping on a stump in her front yard, but it was enough of a heart starter that she quickened her pace. Finally reaching the yard directly behind hers, she scooted along the hedgerow, ducking down, so her head was below the top of the hedges. That probably didn't look suspicious at all, but she managed to make it to the front of her house, without anyone noticing her.
So here she stood on her sweet front porch, and it looked totally different than it had the last time she stood here admiring her little house. That same dreaded feeling hit her stomach as she looked at her home, blackened and taped with crime scene tape. Her front window was now a piece of plywood, the front door no longer hanging precariously on one hinge and a shiny new lock the only clean place on the house. It looked sad and unlivable. It also looked terribly small next to Ford's home. A flush of embarrassment raced through her body at what he must think about her little home. But she'd done the best she could, and her grandmother loved that house all the same. So did she. Now, though, after all they’d been through, she didn't feel safe here anymore. Marcus had most likely been able to get inside, while she had been in there no less, and now she wondered if Waylon had been inside too. Older houses often had older locks, which were easy to jimmy. And admittedly, when you didn't lock up your house, it was open for anyone to enter. She'd never do that again.
Blowing out a breath, she looked up and down both sides of the street. The investigation crew was nowhere in sight, and the street was empty. Settling the key into the new lock, she turned it to the right, and the door popped right open. Quickly stepping inside, she closed it behind her, turning the lock for good measure.
The stale stench of burnt paint and furniture, glues, and insulation stung her nose. This wasn't like a nice camp fire; it was gross. The blackened walls looked pitiful, and her eyes watered. She hadn't really allowed herself a good cry over all that she'd lost, but that could wait for the right moment. Honestly, her head struggled to wrap itself around everything that she'd been through because things kept happening before she could process them. Then Ford. He happened and changed her whole life. She'd been content to just live alone and serve Nila's food. Once in a while, she thought about buying the diner from her when she retired, but that seemed a way off. Now, that probably wouldn't settle her soul anymore. Ford showed her a new life. She felt beautiful in his arms, the way he looked at her. She felt needed and smart and funny when she made him laugh. She'd never missed it before because she'd never had it. In retrospect, her relationship with Waylon had been more brother/sister in a way.
Shaking her head to wake herself up, she inched her way toward her bedroom. Ford hadn't given her any indication that there'd be more for them once he found Bobby Ray and her house situation was taken care of. He had called her his woman, but that was joking around.
Her bedroom hadn't suffered as much as the living room, and she felt safer walking around in here. Though everything smelled of smoke, as she recalled from bringing her clothes to Ford's. Checking the bedside table where she kept her necklace, she looked under the table, under the bed, all around the room. Nothing. It made no sense.
Going into her closet, she began pulling clothing out she wanted to take with her, so she had more than just two pairs of jeans and two T-shirts. Remembering her flat iron, she made a mental note to stop in her bathroom to grab that and a few other feminine necessities. She'd need them in about a week. Searching around for one of her tote bags, she dug around in the back of the closet. The one thing her grandmother had done about five years before she died was to enlarge the tiny closet that had been in this room and made this lovely walk-in. Reaching up on a higher shelf, she found the bag she wanted. That's when she heard it.
The back door opened then closed. It always had that darn squeak in it. She froze, her heart racing so loud in her ears she couldn't hear anything else. She closed her eyes and focused on slowing her breathing. Careful not to make any noise, she inched her way toward the closet door and listened. Someone went into the basement, their feet thumping along on the old wooden steps. They weren't even trying to be quiet. Skirting the squeaky floorboard in front of the closet door, she inched her way across the floor. Gripping her tote bag tightly, she placed a hand over her stomach to keep it from rolling.
Now standing in front of the heat vent in her bedroom, she could hear the person in the basement, boxes sliding across the floor. A grunt sounded. The boxes must be heavy. She didn't have anything down there that was heavy and in a box. She didn't have much down there other than Christmas decorations and a few planters she hadn't used this year. No telling what condition any of that was in now. The back door opened and closed again, and her heart pounded. Someone else had entered the kitchen. She could still hear the person in the basement. Oh my God. Glancing toward the window, she didn't think she could climb out of it without making noise. Turning to look at the bedroom door, she thought about closing and locking it, but if someone was here to burn her damned house down again, she'd be trapped. Though she wouldn't care if she made noise then.
Slow, methodical footsteps sounded in the kitchen, someone walking around trying to be quiet, but she was so tuned in now she'd hear every peep. Grunting sounded from the basement again, then she heard him, "Christ, this is heavy."
For chrissake, that was Waylon's voice.



       



CHAPTER 34
P arking his truck down the street, he walked along the edge of the garage, looked in the window to see Megan's Jeep still inside and then saw one Waylon June running across the back yard from the street at the back of the house. Running wasn't really the term for it, he was simply too large to run, maybe lopping was a better word for it. At any rate, he watched from the side of the garage as Waylon used a key on the back door, opened it up, and stepped inside.
Now if he were a betting man, he'd bet that piece of shit had been hiding those stolen drugs in Megan's basement all along. Once Waylon was inside, he inched his way across the back lawn to the door Waylon had disappeared through. Stepping up to the door, he glanced in through the window and saw the basement door, directly in front of the back door, was opened and the lights were on.
Taking a chance that the door was unlocked, he quietly turned the knob and smiled when it unlatched for him. Stepping into the house, he closed the back door and inched his way along the kitchen wall, out of sight of the basement door so he'd have the element of surprise. Unholstering his gun, he flicked the safety and held it at chest height. Hearing Waylon grunt and swear in the basement was comical. The man clearly wasn't used to a hard day's work. Glancing across the kitchen, he saw the point of origin of the fire directly in front of the stove—a deeply blackened circle on the floor, and the hole almost all the way through the flooring to the basement below. It spread out from there and raced across the floor. Another blackened circle stood next to the kitchen table on the floor, and that was where the explosion must have happened. The wall between the kitchen and living room had blown apart but thank goodness it had been there. It was likely what saved Megan. It also didn't look like Bobby Ray's work. When he set fires, he lit little fires all around the house after dumping gasoline throughout to make sure everything caught. This actually looked accidental.
Hearing Waylon's heavy footsteps on the wooden stairs, he flattened his back against the wall. His heart hammered; it always did just before apprehension. Calming himself with his breathing, he inhaled and exhaled slowly twice as he listened to Waylon slowly approaching. As he reached the top step and side stepped to open the back door, Ford kicked him hard at the back of his knees, causing them both to buckle. The heavy box Waylon carried hit him in the shoulder, making him cry out, then it hit the floor and broke open. Working quickly while Waylon was still unaware, Ford reached forward and secured both of Waylon's wrists in the zip ties he always carried. Dragging him away from the door across the black floor by the feet, Waylon began swearing and sputtering.
"Fucking asshole. Let me go."
Ignoring him to survey the contents of the box he carried, he saw cans of coffee, one spilled open to reveal baggies of what was most likely cocaine amid the mess of coffee grounds strewn about.
"Well, what do we have here, Waylon? Stolen drugs, I'll bet." He trained his gun on Waylon's head.
"You don't know a fucking thing, asshole."
Ford stood and pulled his phone from his back pocket.
"I'll tell you what I do know. Marcus and Stephano would love their drugs back."
He tapped an icon on his phone, watching Waylon intently.
"Yeah."
"Can you patch me through to Stephano?"
"Ford, are you sure this is a good idea?"
"Yep. Patch me through."
It didn't go unnoticed that Waylon's eyes grew three sizes in his dirty head. His scuffled hair long ago in need of a cut and some shampoo was now blackened from falling on the floor and littered with coffee grounds.
"Please don't tell him. He'll kill me. Just let me go, and I promise I'll leave the US and never return."
Chuckling, he listened as a series of clicks sounded on his phone then he heard Stephano's voice for the first time in the ten years since Tamra moved in with him. His stomach turned at what this monster had done to her. Supplying her with just enough drugs to keep her happy but not so much that she'd kill herself.
"I have something you want."
"I'm listening."
"I want a deal first."
A chuckle sounded on the other side of the phone. "A deal? What could you possibly want from me to deal?"
"I have your drugs and your thief. You have my wife, and I'd like her to be my ex-wife. You make that happen, you'll get what you want."
Silence. He didn't even know where that came from. It was against everything he'd ever known to bargain with a drug smuggler. And in truth, he'd be handing Waylon and the drugs over to the cops as soon as they got here. But he thought it was worth a shot.
"Well now, let's see, you want to give me a thief and in return, I should give you a divorce from a cokehead. It doesn't really seem fair to me, Ford."
"Okay. I'll just give it all to the cops. They should be here any moment now."
He tapped his end call button and waited. His stomach in knots, his heart pounding.
"Ford. What are you doing?"
He swung his head around to see Megan, eyes wide, skin pale, and she was looking at Waylon. Not him. Waylon. He'd just tried to make a deal with a smuggler for her, and she was concerned about her piece of shit ex-husband. What the fuck was wrong with him? He seriously had to swear off of women.
"Get out of here, Megan."
"What are you doing? You can't shoot him. You've got handcuffs on him. That's not right."
"Get out, Megan."
"No." She stepped closer. "Waylon, tell me what's going on here."
"Make him put the gun away."
She stopped forward progress and crossed her arms over her chest. "You tell me right now what you've been doing here."
Waylon dropped his head to the floor. "Goddammit, you are the most stubborn piece of ass ever in the fucking world."
Her eyes narrowed. "Did you set my house on fire?" She bent slightly toward him. "Were you storing drugs in my basement?"
"Gooooooood, I'm so sick of you and your pious bullshit. We could have had a great life. But nooooo, you were too good for me. Fucking cunt."
Megan walked closer to Waylon and kicked him so hard, he howled. "You piece of shit," she spat.
She looked up at him then, her eyes that bright green he'd fallen in love with. "Shoot him, Ford."
His head spun. Must be the left-over fumes in the house. He was in love with her? Aww, shit.
"I'll take care of that." Marcus stepped into the kitchen, gun drawn. "This is my problem right now. I'll take care of Waylon."
"Don't shoot him. I need to know where Bobby Ray is." He glanced down at Waylon. "Where is he? Where are you two staying?"
"Fuck you."
Bang! A shot rang out. Megan screamed and jumped back, and Waylon howled. A red circlet formed on his thigh where Marcus had shot him. "I've got another one for you."
"No. No. Don't shoot. I'll tell."
Ford signaled to Megan to come closer, the look on her face sheer terror now. Her legs looked wobbly as if she'd collapse at any moment, so he inched closer to her and pulled her into his arms. Edging back toward the wall, her shaking body against his was both a balm and a wound. She never took her eyes from Waylon, her arms circling her waist. He held her close with one arm, the other still holding his gun.
"He's at The Bullseye." He dropped his head. "Fuck."



       



CHAPTER 35
N ever in her life had she seen someone shot. Not that it was a mortal wound, but still, she was staring at her ex-husband laying on the dirty floor, hands tied behind his back and a bloodied leg where he'd just been shot. She didn't have feelings for him anymore, but she wanted answers. For some damned reason, over the past few years, there had been times when she worried that she hadn't tried hard enough to make their marriage work. Hearing once again how he'd been screwing her over would seal that thought behind a brick wall and keep it there.
"Speak up, Waylon, tell me what you've been doing here."
He twisted his head back to stare at her, his lips curled back in a snarl. "Fuck, Megan. The fire was an accident. I got ahold of a rock of meth, and I was trying it out here. I heard you come home after I lit the pipe. I froze trying not to make a sound, and when you went into the bedroom, I was going to leave. The fucking pipe caught on fire then, and you walked out of the bedroom. I dropped the fucking pipe, and it started that stupid ugly rug you had in front of the stove on fire. I took off running. I didn't know there would be an explosion."
She kicked at his leg, just below his wound, with the toe of her tennis shoe. "Why were you here, Waylon?" She was trying to keep her voice neutral. Yelling at him never did a damned thing.
"Fuck, isn't it obvious? Geez, you're stupid."
"I want to hear you say it." She nudged him in the leg again.
"Ouch. Stop that." He tried scooting away, but Marcus stepped on his back to halt his progress. "Shit. All right. Fuck. Bobby Ray needed money. I figured I could take some drugs and we could sell them quickly and get out of town. We needed more money than I thought to bribe that fucking transport asshole. Then everyone was looking for us, so we had to hide out."
Marcus put pressure on his back, and Waylon groaned as his face was pressed to the floor.
"Those my drugs, asshole?"
"Yes," Waylon cried out as Marcus put his foot on his shot leg. "Ow!" he cried.
Marcus pulled his phone out of his pocket, but Ford interrupted him. "No, you don't. Bobby Ray is mine!"
"He's the reason my drugs were stolen."
Ford removed his arm from around her shoulders, and she immediately felt the loss of his strength. "I can trump that. He's the reason my parents are dead."
The two men stared at each other for a long time—so long her heart began racing, her palms dampened and the hairs on the back of her neck rose. Ford could look scary, just like he did right now, but Marcus could rival that scary. His eyes almost as black as Ford’s, his short, cropped dark hair and devilish looking goatee coming to a point looked positively evil.
Swallowing, she thought she'd try to change the standoff. "Um. Please. Can we just go?"
Waylon twisted his body. "You can't leave me here with him, he'll kill me."
So sick of his whining and bullshit, she’d had enough. "I'd like to kill you myself, right now.” Stepping forward toward him she pointed to her chest. "You could have gotten me in a lot of trouble, Waylon. This ..." She pointed at Marcus. "… man was harassing me. He snuck into this house and put a tracking device on my fucking phone. I had drugs here; the cops could have searched my house and found them. I don't care what happens to you."
She kicked him again for good measure. Scared. Mad. Fed up. And a little nauseous, all she wanted was to get out of here and soon. Before she and Ford were killed too. She didn't doubt he'd do what he could to protect her, but she didn't want him stepping in front of a bullet for her. "Ford, can we just go?"
He was still staring at Marcus, both of them relentless in their determination. "Tell you what," Marcus began. "You can leave here. Stephano said you two had an agreement. I keep Waylon and the drugs, and you go get Bobby Ray. We don't really give a shit about him. You never saw me here. You don't know a damned thing."
Ford's jaw clenched several times, and she was worried he'd say no. "You leave Megan alone."
A creepy smirk slid across Marcus' face, then a beat later, a slight incline of his head. Hopefully, that was a yes.
Softly, she wrapped her fingers around the crook of his arm at the elbow and tugged. "Please, Ford. Let's go."
Almost imperceptible, he nodded and stepped back but kept his gun leveled on Marcus. "Megan, go to the front door."
"Ford."
"Go, I'm right behind you, but I'm not turning my back on this asshole."
Marcus smiled. Or sneered. It was hard to tell.
She glanced quickly at Waylon, probably the last time she'd see him. He would either go to jail, or ... well, she wouldn't think of the other. Nothing she'd be able to do about it now. he'd basically dug his own grave.
Slowly, she edged the kitchen, kind of afraid to turn her back on Marcus too. "Don't leave me here," Waylon hollered.
She kept backing away, trying not to touch the walls. Once she moved into the living room, she ran back to her bedroom and grabbed the bag she'd packed. As she exited the bedroom, Ford had backed into the living room, and she quickly opened the door and stepped outside. Taking a deep breath of clean air, she kept her feet moving to the edge of her yard. Sirens came into her hearing range, and she hoped they were on their way here. Ford caught up with her and steered her in the opposite direction, down the street. She looked up and saw his truck several houses down the street.
"Get cops to The Bullseye, Bobby Ray is there. A full search if you can't see him readily."
A brief glance showed her he was on his phone again, probably with Rory. Maybe this whole nightmare would be over. Finally. Doubtful she'd ever feel safe anywhere again, but she was looking forward to not seeing Marcus at every turn. Hopefully.
Her knees felt like rubber, and she worried they'd buckle before they reached Ford's truck. As if he could read her thoughts, he picked her up as if she were a feather and carried her the rest of the way. Looking up into his face, all she saw was determination.
Reaching the truck, he fished for his keys without setting her down, popped the locks, opened the door, and gently set her inside. "Buckle up," was all he said as he raced around the truck to the driver's side. That's when she heard a gunshot ring out.



       



CHAPTER 36
I t was almost over. He'd be able to rest easier now knowing Bobby Ray was brought to justice. No way in hell Bobby would ever have a moment's peace again, and there was no way he'd ever be able to escape again. Security would damned near be up his ass.
A shot rang out just as he opened the driver's door. He paused, then quickly jumped into the truck. As he turned the key in the ignition, he turned to look at Megan. She sat staring at her house, no readable emotion on her face. She sat stock still as if she were waiting for someone to walk out of the front door. "Hey. You okay?"
Turning her stunning face to his, a soft smile shaped her lips. "I'm fine. We should go."
"Meg. That was probably ..."
"I know."
Nodding, he put the truck in gear and headed over to The Bullseye, hoping to see it swarming with cops.
Small towns were mostly the same. Everyone knew everyone's business, and when something big happened in town, word got around fast. This was the case today. Pulling up to The Bullseye, the number of people and cars in this part of town was probably triple to what it normally was, which wasn't saying a lot; not many people came down here on your average day. Two police cars, an ambulance, and about fifty people milled about the street, everyone trying to get a look at what was going on inside the seedy little bar at the end of the street. One of the cops was setting up wooden barricades, which wouldn't hold anyone back, but would keep the honest back. Hopefully.
Reaching over, he squeezed her hand. "Hey, I have to go and see what's going on and make sure I get my collar."
Green eyes sought his, her brows slightly furrowed. "Collar?"
"Baby, Bobby Ray is mine. And, the reward doesn't mean that much to me, but it'll help for the foundation, and I want to make sure that piece of shit is off the street."
She twisted in the seat now and looked at him straight on. Her brows raised into her hairline. "Foundation?"
Chuckling, he answered her, "Emmy and I started a foundation for kids affected by violence. We've both seen way too many in our time."
"Wow." She leaned forward, palming his cheek with her right hand. "You're something, Ford Montgomery."
He kissed her nose. "Anyway, please stay here, so you stay safe."
"No. I want to go and see for myself. I want him to see my face when they shove him in the back of a cop car."
"Meg."
"Nope. I deserve this too. You do more, but so do I."
Before he could say another word, she'd opened her door and jumped from the truck. The grin she bestowed on him through the window was pure insolence and sexy. Quickly following her, he stepped down from the vehicle and took her hand in his as he walked them toward the nearest cop. Pulling his ID from his pocket, he showed it to the young cop setting up the barricade. He looked them both over and shook his head. "You'll both need flak jackets to get any closer."
"Stay here," he mumbled to her. Jogging back to his truck, he opened the tailgate and pulled two flak jackets from the carrier bolted to the inside of his truck. He pulled his on as he made his way back to Megan.
Holding it open for her to slide her arms through, he kissed the top of her head as he affixed the Velcro closures, securing it tightly. Glancing at the cop, he got the go ahead nod and taking her hand once again, he pulled her to the cop car nearest the bar. An officer standing next to the car glanced their way, and he flashed his ID once again. "This is your collar? Chief told me to expect you."
"Yes, sir." He glanced toward the bar. "What have you found so far?"
"Nothing." He surveyed the area once again then stopped at the front of the bar. "Yet."
"Dammit." If Bobby Ray was here, he shouldn't be that hard to find. So, either he'd gotten wind of them coming here and took off, or he had a great hiding place. Or, he was being hidden. That was the likely scenario. "I'm going in."
"You can. She can't." The bored looking cop said.
"It's okay. Go. I'll be right here."
Kissing her quickly, he walked to the front door of the bar, held up his ID to the cop inside the door and glanced around the room. Everyone had been cleared from the bar except Bull, who sat looking extremely pissed off at a beat up wooden table in the corner as he was interviewed by another officer. Their eyes met, and Bull’s narrowed. He'd be lying if he said that didn't scare him just a bit. Bull was massive and could probably tear him apart in a nanosecond, so he'd hope they could find Bobby Ray before Bull completely lost it. Walking farther into the bar and down the back hall he'd seen Bull disappear into earlier, he stepped through a door to what appeared to be an office. A large desk sat against the wall littered with papers and debris, a couple dirty glasses and a computer. A young blond man sat at the computer, trying to hack into Bull's system. His fingers brushed over the keys with lightning speed, but he seemed to be struggling a bit.
Leaving him to his work and glancing around the office, he began sifting through papers lying here and there, but nothing seemed to lead him to any drugs or Bobby Ray. Of course, they usually made their deals on the sly. Turning to survey the entire room, he noticed an ugly ass painting of Bull, life sized at that, against the wall next to the desk. On the other side of that stood a metal file cabinet. With the door open, the file cabinet was hidden. The wall next to the door held an old orange sofa, worn with an ass dent in the far end cushion, clearly where Bull spent most of his time here.
Ducking out of the room, he wandered farther down the hall to another room where an officer was moving cases of booze away from the wall looking for a secret passageway.
"This place have a basement?"
"No, sir. We weren't able to find one."
Taking a closer look at the walls, they looked solid. He rapped his knuckles against the outside wall, and the hollow sound raised his eyebrows. The dark-haired officer moving boxes—his badge said James—stopped and stared at him, his brow raised as well.
Rapping on the wall again in a different spot, it again sounded hollow. Officer James held up a finger and stepped out of the room. Ford followed him to the back door where they both exited and turned to examine the building. From where they stood, estimating the depth of the room, it appeared there was an additional narrow room built on to the outside of the building. The officer walked around to the side and came back. "No door."
Tilting his head up to see if there was a second level or window, they saw nothing but siding.
Heading back to the room, he examined the wall that he'd originally thought was an outside wall. Pushing on the wall to see if it moved, they were both disappointed to find nothing budged, not even a small flex.
Walking back to the office, which was just the next room down, he began tapping on the wall. The officer followed him and started moving chairs away from the wall.
"Hang on, James. So, if there were a false wall, it would be for a purpose. So, entry and exit would have to be easy to get to but still hidden. Where is that here?"
Craning their necks to look the room over, nothing stuck out. His eyes landed on that ugly ass picture of Bull, and he walked over to it. It seemed affixed to the wall solidly. Placing his hands on either side of the painting, he rocked it back and forth and after a loud click, it slid to the side, revealing a hallway that headed toward the outside of the building.
Officer James stepped forward, gun in hand and peered around the newly found doorway. Finding the passageway empty, he stepped inside. His gun out, he nodded to Officer James and followed him into the cramped space. Taking three steps toward the back of the passageway, a sound rang out, as if someone burst through a door, letting it bang closed. Screaming erupted outside.



       



CHAPTER 37
Her heart hammered in her chest; this was nerve wracking. The only thing that made it bearable was that it didn't seem like anything of interest was going on. Other than the people standing around, mostly behind her, thanks to Ford getting her past the barricade, chatting and guessing what was going on. From what she could overhear, the majority of her fellow onlookers figured it was drug related. This place had a horrible reputation. She'd never been here in her life, not even on this street, and now she knew why. Figured it’s where Waylon and Bobby Ray spent their time.
Her thoughts quickly drifted to Waylon and a lump formed in her throat. They'd basically left him there to be killed, but she wasn't ready to die for him either. Not after all the shit he'd put her through, and dammit, his life choices simply sucked; nothing she could do about that. But, still, she felt bad if that's what that shot they'd heard was. She debated on running back inside, but what would that have done other than making her a witness to a murder or at least a witness to see Marcus standing over him with a gun or dragging him away or something? And, likely, Ford would never have let her go back inside anyway.
An officer walked out of the bar, and she cranked her neck to see inside. All she saw was a darkened doorway and a darker interior. Probably to mask its occupants as they were making their drug deals. She inched a bit closer to the side of the building, a few steps from the police car she'd been standing behind when she heard a loud bang. A wall on the side of the building broke open, and a man came running out like he was on fire. Dirty white T-shirt, at least it looked like it was supposed to be white, ripped up jeans and tennis shoes that looked the worse for wear. The mop of dirty brown hair flopped with each step he took, but all she could see was the back of his head because he kept looking behind him at the building. She frantically looked around for smoke, worried that a fire had started and Ford was inside. That's when she was grabbed around the waist and pulled into his smelly flabby belly.
His bad breath assaulted her nostrils, and he said close to her face, "You're mine now, Megan June. You're my way out of here alive."
Dread filled her stomach as a gun was jammed into her ribs, his beefy arm wrapped around her neck and dragged her back along the street. Screaming and yelling sounded from the onlookers, and her eyes frantically sought Ford. Just as she thought of him, he appeared from the same opening Bobby Ray had run from, and the look on his face when he saw her dragged along by Bobby Ray was scary indeed. His jaw tightened. Even from this distance, she could see the murderous look on his face.
"Back up, Montgomery. I'll kill her for sure."
To make his point, he jerked roughly on her neck, briefly held up his gun for everyone to see and then shoved it back into her ribs causing her to wince.
Her head was slowly coming around to what had just happened and to say she wished more than anything that she was pointing the gun at Bobby Ray would be an understatement. As far as she was concerned, he could go to hell with Waylon and they'd both probably piss Satan off so damn much they'd be expelled from hell. Wouldn't that be funny?
Ford slowly took a step forward, and Bobby Ray jerked her again which halted Ford's progress. She placed both of her hands on his pasty forearm, as much to give her something to hold on to as to keep the pressure off her throat. Why hadn't she taken jujitsu classes with Jolie when she'd wanted to go? This would have been a great time to use it.
The officer who'd been standing by the car was on his radio, and the officer at the barricade had his gun trained on Bobby Ray which also meant on her by default. An officer standing next to Ford also had his gun pointed at them and who knew how many more were inside? What struck her as weird was Ford did not have his gun raised at them, his was pointing to the ground. And, at a time like this, why would stupid things like that stick out in her mind?
Ford held out his hand and slowly knelt down to lay his gun on the ground. "Bobby Ray, I've laid my gun down. Let Megan go. She has nothing to do with any of this." He took a step forward. "This is between you and me."
"Not one more step, Ford, or Megan will be going to live with your parents."
That made Ford's lip curl up in a snarl, and Bobby Ray chuckled. Her stomach turned at the taunt. How could he or anyone for that matter, be so blasé about killing someone? He wasn't a human being anymore; he was an animal.
Her stomach rolled at the stench of his breath, clothes, and this whole situation. How did she continue to get into shit like this? Closing her eyes for a moment to think without looking at the sea of horrified faces staring at her, she tried taking a cleansing breath, but the pressure on her throat made it impossible. Then she thought she could use that to her advantage.
"Bobby Ray, I can't …" She struggled. "… breathe."
"Shut the fuck up, bitch."
"Can't." She made herself sound as pitiful as possible then let herself go limp. Her mind told her to let herself fall to the ground, a bruise or even a broken bone here and there would heal. Bobby Ray grunted as her weight became too much to handle and he dropped her like a sack of rocks.
"Megan." She heard Ford yell her name but was afraid to let him know she was okay in case Bobby Ray stood there.
Screaming sounded from the crowd then she heard fists hitting flesh, and she braved a look for herself. Men in the crowd descended on Bobby Ray, a couple of them beating the daylights out of him, the cops now jumping into the fray. Ford dropped down beside her and quickly scooped her up. "Megan!" his strained voice yelled out.
"I'm okay, Ford; go get your collar."
His hands framed her face. "Go. I'm good."
He swiftly kissed her lips then ran off toward the fighting in the street.
As she got to her feet, one of the paramedics came to her aid. "You all right?" he asked.
She smiled at him. "Shaken but fine."
"Ma'am, please come to the ambulance and let us make sure. Plus, you'll be out of the crush of bodies."
She nodded, and he assisted her to the large red vehicle. Her knees were wobbly, and now that the fear had time to sink in, her whole body shook uncontrollably.
Another paramedic wrapped a silver heat generating blanket around her shoulders, "It's the adrenaline hitting all at once. You'll be fine in a few minutes once it dissipates," he explained.
She nodded as he handed her a bottle of water. Then he shined a light in her eyes to see that her pupils dilated properly. Once the spots left her vision, she looked over to see a very angry Ford, with a bright red welt on his jaw and his hands on Bobby Ray with a police officer walking toward one of the police cars. Bobby Ray's hands were cuffed behind his back, and once Ford roughly shoved him into the back seat of the car, the officer leaned in and cuffed Bobby Ray's ankles to the floor. Doubtful he'd be going anywhere. For good measure, three more officers stood around the car watching him to make sure he didn't pull any crap.
Ford stood talking to the officers for a few moments, then pulled his phone from his back pocket. Pushing a couple of buttons, he looked up to see her sitting at the back of the ambulance and headed her way. Even disheveled, hair mussed, shirt ripped, and reddened jaw, he was everything and more than any woman could want. Tall, broad shouldered, muscular, dark hair and eyes and that sexy low voice. Plus, he was loving and kind and good.
“Emmy, I got him." His eyes met hers. "We got him."
He smiled and pulled the phone away from his ear, and she could hear Emmy yelling and cheering. People in the background with her were cheering as well. His kissed her lips then smiled at her. "We got him," he whispered.
She nodded and returned his smile.
"Are you okay?"
"I'm fine." Her hand touched his jaw. "What about you?"
"Bastard got a punch in, but that was it. I got in a few more."
He held up his hand, and she saw the angry red knuckles, which were going to be sore tomorrow.
He finished his conversation with Emmy, and she realized two things. One, she wanted Ford Montgomery with her whole heart. And, two, she loved him, but he was still married, and that was a problem.



       



CHAPTER 38
F inishing his call with Emmy, who promised to call Dawson, he sat next to Megan at the back of the ambulance as one of the paramedics lay an ice pack over his knuckles and examined his jaw. Nothing was broken, but he'd be sore tomorrow. Both of them had had the day of all days. He turned to face her, the silver wrap around her shoulders catching the sunlight and lighting up her face. It was like looking at an angel, the evangelical glow surrounding her, bathing her in holy light. At least, that's what she looked like to him.
Seeing a black streak in his peripheral vision, he glanced up at an approaching black Charger and chuckled. "Rory's here to congratulate me."
Setting the ice bag to the side, he nodded to the paramedic and stood. Megan stood with him, and he took her hand, moving them toward his friend. Rory saw them walking forward and met them halfway. Embracing his old friend, they hugged, slapped each other's backs, and chuckled.
"Congratulations, Ford. I never doubted you'd get him."
"Thanks, Rory. I couldn't have done it without all of your help. Thanks for everything."
His friend turned to stare at Megan, a broad smile on his face.
"Rory, this is Megan."
"I am very, very pleased to meet you, Megan. You must be so happy this is all over." His bigger hand held out toward hers, and he saw her smile fall. Then as if she realized he was watching her, she plastered a fake smile on. "I am, yes. Thank you for all of your help."
Rory's head cocked to the side, his brows furrowing slightly before looking back at him. "So, I've spoken to the officers, and we have a prison transport on its way with four armed guards. He won't be pulling his disappearing stunt again."
"I figured as much." Worried about Megan, Ford wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.
Rory turned to Megan. "Megan, I'm sorry to be the one to have to tell you this, but your ex-husband was mortally wounded in a shooting over on Chestnut Street. It appears it was a drug deal gone bad."
She nodded her head but said nothing for a few moments, swallowing a couple of times. "Thank you for telling me, Rory. He didn't hang out with the best of people." Her lips thinned to a straight line, her shoulders slumped, and he hoped guilt wasn't creeping in.
"That's for certain." Glancing toward the cop car and Bobby Ray, he continued, "You've got the collar, Ford. The reward will be yours. I'll need you to come to the station and sign some paperwork once I have it all in place. It has to make its rounds with South Pass PD and then over to me. I'll call you in a day or two to settle it all up."
He gently slapped his friend on the shoulder. "Sounds good, Rory, and thanks again."
"Nice meeting you, Megan. I'm sure I'll see you around."
She smiled, and Rory turned and walked away.
His stomach tightened at the somber mood that hung over them. She should be relieved. Instead she seemed apprehensive and about to cry. Turning to face her, he softly brushed his fingers over the red marks on her neck. They'd be gone in an hour or two, but when he saw Bobby Ray holding her and shoving a gun in her ribs, he'd just about lost it. If she'd been hurt, or worse, none of this would have been worth it. Not by a long shot.
"Does it hurt?"
"No," she replied. "And the shaking has almost stopped."
Pulling her chin up, so her eyes met his, he studied her. Tapping the top of her head twice, he asked, "How about up here?"
"I'm fine, Ford."
"You don't seem fine. What's going on, Meg?"
"How did he get over to Chestnut Street? And, it seems like my fault, I assumed he wouldn't fair well with Marcus, but ..."
"Hey." Her sad green eyes bored into his. "It was a shitty decision for anyone to have to make. You or him. No one wants to have to make a decision like that. But, I made that one. Me. I told you to get out. I forced you out, Meg. I can bear that on my shoulders; you don't have to."
Her eyes glittered with fresh tears. As the moisture gathered in the corners of her eyes, he swiped the fresh tears away.
"I didn't have to listen to you."
"Yes, you did. You can't honestly believe Marcus would have left you alive after you witnessed him kill Waylon."
She swallowed. Her lips parted as if she had something to say, but nothing came out. "They live a different life, Meg. They care about drugs and money. Life means squat to people like that. Do you get me?"
Her head nodded slightly since he still held her chin. She swiped her tongue over her lips. "You didn't point your gun at Bobby Ray."
His brows furrowed. "What?"
"Everyone else had their guns pointed at Bobby Ray when he had me in front of him, but you didn't."
Releasing her chin, he dragged his fingers through her hair and held her head, the silken drape over his raw knuckles a balm. "I wasn't going to risk accidentally shooting you. You can't possibly think it was because I didn't want to shoot him, ‘cause God's honest truth, Meg, I'd like to go over and shoot him in that car right the fuck now for touching even a hair on your head." His fingers moved to the marks on her neck, softly petting the reddened skin. "In my anger, I was afraid I'd make a mistake."
The flood gates opened then, and her tears flowed like an opening dam. He pulled her to his chest and wrapped his arms tightly around her. She felt good, fit him perfectly.
South Pass Chief of Police, Chief Monroe, strode to them. "Prison transport is here, Ford. Unless you have something important to add regarding the events here today, you're both free to go."
Her sad eyes, still the color of fresh spring grass captured his and his body zinged to life. She had that effect on him.
"Are you ready to go?"
Her doleful lips trembled with a half-smile. "Yeah."
"Where am I taking you?"
Her body stiffened in his arms, and she stepped away from him. Hurt crushed her features, and he shook his head to catch up to what was happening here.
"I don't ..." Her lips trembled, but she pulled them between her teeth. Taking a deep breath, then exhaling, she continued, "I don't have anywhere to go."



       



CHAPTER 39
T  his was it. She'd been dreading it most of the day. Of everything else that was going on, she knew he'd break up with her. Not that they were together; he was still married, after all, but he'd tell her they were through. It sunk like a dagger in her heart. Hot, blazing, and damaging as if he had actually pierced her with a knife. She didn't want to cry in front of him. Through all of this, she'd been amazingly stoic and brave, but now … now she felt like she would be reduced to a pile of ash in a split second.
"What do you mean by that?" His handsome face held concern and something she couldn't describe.
"I mean, my house is all but gone, and I don't think I can even live there anymore knowing ..."
He closed the distance between them, his masculine scent wrapping itself around her, that smoky leather smell mixed in with a bit of muskiness from his exertion earlier. Oh, how she'd miss that smell.
"Megan, honey. You have an Airbnb for tonight if you want it."
Oh. God. How humiliating. Her knees threatened to buckle.
"Or we can go home to Lynyrd Station on the Hill."
Her eyes snapped to his. Did he just say what she thought he said? "What?"
"You can't have thought after all of this that I'd just let you walk out of my life." He gently took her hands in his, kissed the knuckles on each hand then lifted her chin with his warm, strong fingers to his face—the face she wanted to look at forever. Everywhere. Sitting across from her at the table. Waking up with him each morning. Smiling at her from his desk. Hell, even scowling at her.
"Megan, honey, I've fallen in love with you. Please tell me you feel the same way."
"You love me?" She couldn't have heard that right. He loved her? It seemed too soon, and yet, it felt like she'd known him for years. Forever. He felt so right in her life, but it seemed impossible.
He laughed then. His dark eyes, framed with those impossibly thick lashes, the lines at the corners of his eyes a little more pronounced today than they had been yesterday and even this morning.
"Yes." He kissed her lips softly, his chuckles entering her mouth. His warm body pressed against hers, his hands holding her head gently but firmly to his.
"I love you too."
He picked her up and spun them around so fast she had to hold on to him tightly. No hardship there. When he stopped spinning them, he continued to hold her off the ground, but he kissed her again, then his laughing interrupted. "You thought I was breaking up with you."
"No, I didn't."
He threw his head back, and oh, it was beautiful. There was nothing more exciting and gorgeous than smiling Ford. "Yes, you did."
"Hey, get a room," Rory yelled as he walked back to his car. The prison transport van, loaded with Bobby Ray June and four armed guards pulled out just in front of him.
Setting her on the ground, Ford gave Rory the finger and promptly got one right back. Those deep dark eyes set on her again and his equally dark brows rose into his adorably tousled coal black hair. "Where are we going?"
"Lynyrd Station on the Hill."



       



CHAPTER 40
P ulling up to his driveway, he let out a curse. "Well, fuck."
Emmy's truck, Dawson's truck, and his nephew Dillon’s truck were in the driveway. Every damned light in the house was on, and the music pumping through his stereo system could be heard before the garage door opened.
Glancing over to see Megan's reaction, she grinned, pretty as a picture, that very first picture he'd seen of her had captured his heart, but sitting here now with her, there was no comparison. "Looks like we're having a party."
"I wanted to have a private naked party." His mood was just south of dark because that thought had been running through his mind every mile they drove to get here.
She giggled, then leaned over the console and kissed his lips. "We can do that after this party. And that one doesn't have to end for a long time."
Her nose still touching his as her lips brought his thoughts to life made his heart hammer. He grasped her head between his hands and kissed her lips, driving his tongue into her mouth. "I do like the way you think. Why don't we make out here?”
"Uncle Ford is kissing," came the innocent comment from one of his nieces.
"Grr." He looked out the side window where his niece Jessica, Dawson's youngest, stood to look at them, the door to the house stood open and his sister and brother-in-law, Scott, looking out at them from the doorway.
Megan's cheeks turned an irresistible shade of red, and she flopped back into her seat, "Oh my God."
Chuckling, he opened his door, bending down to scoop Jessica up in his arms as she dove at him. Carrying her around to the passenger side of the truck, he opened the door and held his hand out to help Megan step down.
"I saw you kissing Uncle Ford. I'm Jessica."
"Hi Jessica, I'm Megan. How old are you?"
"I'm eight. How old are you?"
"Never mind, Jess." He chuckled again and took Megan's hand in his, giving her a squeeze. Emmy stepped from the doorway and hugged him with Jessica in his arm then gave Megan a good long squeeze. As they entered the house to the noise and commotion, they were enveloped by his family as introductions and drinks were passed around. This felt pretty damned awesome.
As he looked around the house, the smiles on his family made this feel so much better. They'd all been through so much. Megan too. Now it felt like they all had good things happening to them.
He leaned against his desk, a glass of bourbon in his hand watching Megan chat with the kids and with Dawson's wife, Sylvia. Her smile brightened the whole room. The kids gravitated to her and more than ever he wished Falcon were here to meet her. He'd never had much of a mother figure in his life. He'd love Megan. She was the perfect blend of strength and affection.
"You love her?" Emmy leaned on the desk next to him, their bodies side by side staring out at their family.
"Yep."
"You tell her?"
"Yep."
"Now what?"
He looked down into his sister's deep brown eyes, so much like his own. "I have to get divorced, Emmy. I tried making a deal with Stephano today. A touch on the illegal side at that, but I need to move on, and I want to move on with Megan. Even if it means I have to leave here."
Emmy stared across the room at the gathering and joviality of their loved ones, her head nodding. "I hope that doesn't happen, and I'll help in any way I can."
Taking a swig from his drink, he kissed his sister on the top of her head and pulled her forward into the fray.
    
Megan giggled. "I think my ears are ringing from all of the noise." She set her wineglass in the dishwasher and turned to face him as he closed and locked the door. He walked to his computer to set the security system, and when he looked up, Megan stood next to the kitchen counter naked as the day she was born, but much, much sexier. He was positive of that. He could feel the smile crawl across his face. It was both a pleasant surprise and raw, sexual excitement.
"Now that is a sight I will never tire of."
As she walked toward him, her full breasts mesmerized him with their gentle sway. When he was able to pull his eyes away from the hypnotic dance of her breasts, they dropped to the narrow patch of auburn curls. He licked his lips, remembering her taste.
Stopping in front of him, her hands immediately went to his T-shirt and lifted it up over his body. He took over when her reach became too short, but he was happy for it because her hands roamed his body, then her tongue dipped into each valley between his abdominal muscles, and his cock swelled painfully thick. She swirled her tongue around his navel as her fingers worked the button on his jeans. The zipper lowered, and his cock surged forward as if a divining rod seeking gold or oil. He wasn't disappointed when she dropped to her knees before him, her pink tongue leaving a wet path on her lips. His eyes were locked on the sight before him, her wild auburn head dipped to lower his jeans to his feet, helping him step from each leg in turn. As her hands gripped his boxer briefs, he felt the moisture at the tip of his eager cock dampen them. She hummed her appreciation, and he thought his knees would buckle, the only thing keeping them locked was the need of her mouth on his cock.
He didn't have to wait long. Her gentle fingers pulled his length to her waiting mouth. She swiped the thick broad head of his cock along the seam of her lips and hummed. Tilting her head up just enough for their eyes to meet, his breath held. Her sweet lips pursed to kiss the throbbing member in her hands just before she lowered her head and took him into her hot, wet mouth.
Spellbound at the sight of Megan on her knees sucking his cock, he willed himself to breathe once again. The warmth of her tongue sliding along the underside of his cock made his heart race double time. Her other hand cupped his balls and gave them a gentle squeeze, and his cock twitched. She worked him then, up and down on his shaft, the sight of it something he wanted to commit to memory forever, and the feel of it something he'd never be able to describe. His legs shook with the effort to control his orgasm, which was coming at blinding speed. The tightness at the base of his spine building his cock so hot and hard he feared it would split open.
He panted, unable to speak the words he needed to say. "Megan."
He slid his hand into the soft curls on the top of her head, and the erotic feel of her head bobbing as she took him into her warmth increased the excitement of this moment. "I'm going to ..."
Her head worked faster, she swallowed, and her throat closed around his cock as she took him all the way in. That was the end of it. It felt like time stood still as he spilled himself inside her mouth. Her rapid swallowing of all he had to offer was without a doubt a moment he'd never forget.
A droplet of sweat trickled down the middle of his back as she hummed and continued licking him as his cock softened. She palmed his balls, now dropping into her waiting hand and with a final kiss on his softened penis, her eyes turned up to his, and a soft smile grew on her face.
"I've never done that before." The pink of her tongue appeared at the corner of her mouth, licking away an errant smear, but his mind struggled to focus. She was damned near dangerous to him if she could make his mind blank like that.
His brows raised as her words registered. "No?" Before he actually dropped to the floor, he knelt with her, the burning wood in the fire place still offering them warmth, and the crackling now reaching his ears after the deafening thrum of his blood coursing through them.
Wrapping an arm around her back, he lay her down on the cream colored deep pile rug he had scoffed at when Emmy brought it here. Now though, he'd love it always from this memory alone. "For a beginner, you're simply fantastic." Kissing her lips, his taste still on her breath, sent signals to his cock and the slow re-thickening tensed his muscles.
He kissed his way down her body, amazed as the gooseflesh formed on her creamy skin. Feeling the patch of hair on his lips, he kissed then blew on her, loving the squirm it elicited from her responsive body. Sliding back to drink in the sight of her, laying here in front of the fire, in his home, ready and welcoming him into her body and he'd do just that. Itching to touch her, sample her wetness, he slid a finger along her seam, thrilled to see the moisture gather. Running that moisture up and over her clit, he divided his attention between watching her pussy dance and her face as the pleasure washed over her. Testing her body to see what she wanted and needed, he added pressure to her clit as his swirling finger closed in closer to the now swelling bud. Her hips flexed and rose, and he knew now where he'd focus his attention first. Lowering his mouth around her pink pussy, he sucked her clit into his mouth and was welcomed with a low erotic moan.
Alternating between sucking her in and rolling his tongue over her, his pleasure mounted as hers was coming to her release. Her fingers dug roughly into his hair, fisting his head between her hands, the sting of pain in his scalp further hardening his cock. One final hard suck on her and she cried out her orgasm, as he lapped at her sweet juices, his new favorite taste. As her thighs stopped shaking, he climbed over her body and thrust himself into her, eager to spill himself just one more time tonight in her body.
Her legs lifted and wrapped around his ass, her heels digging in, pushing him in farther. This was not a long sweet mating, this was fierce full-on desire and a claiming of sorts. In some way, they’d both ways just claimed each other, and he felt wild and free and so very eager to stake his claim once again.
She cried out as her orgasm hit, and his thrusts increased in speed and intensity, his seed spilling into her soon after.



       



CHAPTER 41
She woke to birds singing and the sun streaming in through the open curtains. Ford’s heavy muscled arm wrapped tightly around her waist, her back to his front, not an ounce of space between them.
This is how she'd woken every morning for the past three months since their ridiculous journey back to South Pass and all that had happened there. They'd settled into life here, Ford deciding once and for all he was retiring from bounty hunting, but the calls kept coming in. She wanted him to do what he wanted and not worry about her. She'd be here, keeping house, tending the garden he'd built her on the side of the house where she could see the back garage, the house, and the view, while she nurtured her newly sprouting snap peas, carrots, and lettuce.
But, today, they were hosting a picnic here at the house to celebrate. Emmy had sped into action after Bobby Ray was captured again and got a very agreeable judge to push through his conviction. They'd already had a jury selected from before, and the video of him escaping and the evidence of him setting the fire that killed the Montgomerys was more than enough to put him away for the rest of his life.
The Wicked Witch theme song sounded on Ford's phone, and he groaned. "She's got to go," he mumbled into her neck before rolling over and snatching his phone off the nightstand.
She agreed, but there'd been no movement on that front. She was with Ford, she'd be here for him, but she wanted him to be hers, lock, stock, and barrel. Without him chained to another woman, even if it was on paper only.
"What?" He snapped into the phone.
Staring at the ceiling, she mused over whether she'd give him privacy to talk to her or stay and listen. Usually, when she pulled away, he grabbed her and pulled her closer. But, she had things to do to get ready. She was making apple pies today and a lot of them. The Montgomery family ate them as if they'd be their last.
Ford sat bolt upright which halted her leaving. Sitting alongside him, she willed her heart to slow its rapid beating. Hopefully, nothing had happened to Falcon. She'd just spoken to him on the phone last night. The three of them now had weekly Skype calls, and she enjoyed getting to know him a bit better. He'd be home in four months.
"You better not be shitting me, Tamra. I've had enough."
His eyes sought hers, his brows raised high into his hairline. "Okay."
Ending the call, he tossed it to the foot of the bed and claimed her lips, his kiss urgent and gentle at the same time. Not sure how to feel about him getting hot and bothered after speaking with his wife on the phone, she tried enjoying his mouth against hers, but it wasn't working this morning.
He pulled back and stared into her eyes, his still the color of ebony. "I'm getting a divorce."
The slow smile that spread his kiss swollen lips was mesmerizing. "What?"
He kissed her again, then leaned back, his hand resting just below her breasts, close to her heart. "Stephano threatened to cut her off if she didn't sign the papers. He's had enough too. That was the trick apparently. She wants a fast divorce, so she and Stephano can marry. She signed the papers last night, and Stephano has already dropped them off at her lawyer's office."
Her hands framed his handsome face, his coal black hair striped with silver threads still sleep mussed but so damned handsome. Tears filled her eyes and his visage blurred. "Really? I mean, really?"
His lips sought hers gently, and she eagerly kissed him back. Her body already eager to join with his. "Yes. Really." As he rose over her, settling between her legs, she let the tears spill. Life was finally going to be good to them both. She just had one more secret to share with him.



       



CHAPTER 42
"Here they are, all signed. You simply have to wait sixty days, per the state of Indiana, and the court will finalize your divorce." Emmy beamed as she delivered the news and the signed papers. "I took the liberty of walking down the hall to Jason's office to make sure he’d gotten a copy. He had a courier run to Tamra's lawyer’s office to pick them up."
Hugging his sister, he whispered in her ear, "Thank you, Em."
Her arms squeezed his waist. She'd always had his back, even as kids, but she'd gone above and beyond as they'd grown to adulthood. He regretted saddling this family with Tamra. He didn't regret Falcon, but he regretted everything else they'd all been through because of him and his decisions.
She pulled back and stared him in the eye. "You're welcome. You can thank me by making that beautiful woman over there your wife. She's perfect."
"You have no idea." He chuckled and was pleased to see how fond his sister was of Megan. They watched as Megan carried two more pies from the house and out to the picnic tables they'd set up to hold the whole family, all except Falcon, who they'd join in on a group call in an hour. His family clapped as she set the pies down and she laughed and jumped back when they descended on them like locusts. "Don't you ever feed your family?" he teased.
"That's not all mine. Dawson and the kids are jumping in there, too."
"She makes pies like Mom, have you noticed?"
"I have." She chuckled then her voice softened. "I see she's trying her hand at painting like mom too. I saw the picture on the barn boards in the kitchen."
Swallowing the lump in his throat and blinking to keep the tears in check, all he could say was, "Yeah."
Dillon's truck finally appeared in the driveway. He'd had soccer practice today and pulled in just in time for dessert.
"Okay, we're all here, I have an announcement to make," he said to Emmy.
Walking to Megan, she turned and smiled, her face a beacon to his ship. The sun glinted off her auburn mane of wild curls, her green eyes rivaled the grass on the lawn. She wore wild colored leggings of black with bright blues, greens and yellow flowers covering them. She'd been wearing the leggings lately, telling him they felt like she was encased in soft butter. The bright blue, loose fitting T-shirt she wore tied in a cute little knot on the side by her hip.
He bent and kissed her lips, then cleared his throat and looked at his family sitting at the two picnic tables pulled together and covered in red and white checked cloths.
"I'd like to say something." They stopped their ravenous eating, a few grumbling in the process, but looked at him as he stared back. "You all have been with me through thick and thin, and I'd like to thank you so much for being here for me. I only hope to be as good to you as you've been to me. Especially you, Emmy; you've been my rock."
Emmy raised her glass to him and winked. "You've been there for us too, Ford. You have no idea how much."
Swallowing the dry lump that appeared, he cleared his throat. "Anyway, I'm glad you're all here because I've waited what feels like a lifetime to say this."
He turned to Megan and was rewarded with a smile that took his breath away. He dropped to one knee and heard several gasps, then silence. Pulling a small box from his pocket, he lifted the lid and turned it toward her. "Megan, will you marry me?"
He saw the tears fill her eyes and escape down her cheeks as she stared at the box. Her shaking fingers lifted the chain with the diamond encrusted necklace from it. The diamonds glittered in the sunlight, raining sparkles on her face and hair, across her chest and arms. Laying on the cross was the diamond ring he'd bought for her.
"Where did you get this?"
"Waylon stole it. I found it in the shack, but he'd pried most of the diamonds from it, probably to sell. I took it to a jeweler and had it repaired and the ring made to match it."
Swallowing profusely, she lay the cross in her hand and fingered the ring. The full two carat diamond in the center was held in place by the matching filigree on the cross, diamonds set into the band matching her prized possession.
"Oh. My. God." She whispered it, but they all heard. His heart pounded as he watched the emotions in her dazzling face. Clasping the cross and the ring tightly in her fist, she held them to her heart, a sob escaping as she tried holding it in. Her watery eyes captured his and held. Softly, she said, "Yes." She pulled him up with her free hand and wrapped both arms around his neck, squeezing her body to his. "Yes, we will marry you."
He pulled back, his brows furrowed, seeking clarification. Her bright eyes danced back and forth as she stared into his eyes. "I'm pregnant. We're pregnant."
He whooped loud into the air, their audience cheered as they were enveloped in the many arms of his loving family. Hugs and kisses aplenty.
    
Enjoying their after-breakfast routine of sitting at the kitchen table with their laptops, he looked up from the email he read from his battle brother, Lincoln.
"Lincoln wants to join forces with me and open an agency. We'll employ bounty hunters and spread out all over the country finding the Bobby Rays of the world. What do you think of that?"
Her green eyes darted to his, a smile spreading across her flushed cheeks as excitement rose in her body. She laughed, and the sight was one to behold. "That's perfect, Ford. Oh my God, that is just perfect. You said you wanted to retire, but instead, you can still be in the bounty hunting game but from the safer vantage point of the business side of things. That's brilliant."
She jumped up from her chair and came around the table. He pulled her down on his lap, her belly just beginning to round with their child, to read the email.
"Who's Dodge?"
"Another of our battle brothers. We used to laugh at the three of us, each named after cars, so we were nicknamed the Hot Rods."
Twisting slightly, she looked into his eyes. "Hot Rod Bounty Hunters. I love it."
He chuckled. "We'll work on the name. But first, we have a wedding to plan and a baby to grow."



       



CHAPTER 43
I t was probably silly, but she didn’t want to take any chances. The bride and groom weren’t supposed to see each other the day of the wedding until the groom saw the bride walking down the aisle. Ford refused to stay down at the cabin he lived in on Emmy’s property because, dammit, he didn’t want to sleep anywhere but where she and the baby slept, but she worried about that goofy old wives’ tale. So, Ford slept in the spare room—the room she first stayed in—insisting she sleep in their room.
So, here she was in their bedroom, lying in their super comfy bed, lovingly rubbing her burgeoning belly and sending love thoughts to their baby, waiting for Ford to get out of the house. Dawson was coming to pick him up and take him down to the church to get ready, then Emmy would be here to pick her up. Ford’s nephew, Dillon, had taken his truck home last night so they could decorate it. Neither she nor Ford were allowed to see it until they exited the church. She was almost a bit scared about that.
Her phone played “Everything I Do” by Bryan Adams and the instant smile that appeared on her face and the giggle that sounded was that of a lovesick schoolgirl, but she didn’t care.
“Good morning.”
She heard his deep intake of breath. “It isn’t bad luck to talk on the phone before the wedding, is it?”
She giggled again. “No, it isn’t bad luck to talk on the phone. Are you about ready to leave?”
“Soon. Dawson is on his way, and since I can’t come in and kiss you and steal a bit of lovin’, I at least wanted to say good morning.”
“You never have to steal lovin’, Ford; it’s here for you always.” She closed her eyes and laid back. “Just not this morning.” She giggled as he groaned. “But tonight, now that’s a whole new thing. Tonight, you’ll make love to your wife.”
“First time in my life that sounds perfect. I can’t wait.”
She sat up to lean back against the headboard. “Did you sleep well last night?”
“No.”
A smile spread across her face. “Ah, you missed my big ole belly pushing into your back.”
“Honey, I missed all of you. Every damned inch. But I’m going to make up for it later.”
“Good.”
Beeping sounded from the computer in the living room. “Daws is here. I’ll see you in about two hours, darlin’. Stay safe while we’re apart. Love you.”
“I love you, too, Ford.”
The call ended, and she listened for the door to open and close. Peering out the bedroom window to the side, she watched as Dawson drove him away down the driveway. Now it was time to get her day rolling.
Stepping into the bathroom to get the shower warming, she looked at herself in the mirror. Her face had filled out just like her belly, and now her ankles were starting to swell too. She wasn’t quite six months pregnant, and she’d gained around eight pounds, which her doctor told her was normal, but it felt like so much more. She waited until the last minute to buy her wedding dress because she didn’t know how much she’d gain by their wedding day.
Gathering her new undergarments, pantyhose, and garter, she stepped back into the bathroom. Letting the water spray over her, she closed her eyes enjoying the solitude, warm water, and the loving the anticipation of what’s to come. Her phone rang and broke the moment, but she let it go to voicemail and finished her shower.
As she stepped out of the shower, her phone rang again; someone was insistent. Wrapping a big, green, fluffy towel around her body, she stepped into the bedroom to see who was so persistent in calling her. Looking at the readout on her phone, she saw Delaney had called three times. Now what?
Swiping the screen and tapping her sister’s number, she sat on the edge of the bed while she waited for her sister to pick up.
“It’s about time. I’ve left several messages.”
“I know; I was in the shower. What’s up?”
“Cord probably isn’t going to make it to the wedding. They had an issue on the oil rig, and he was held back. I’m really sorry, Meg.”
“Oh, crap. I haven’t seen him in more than eight months; I was so hoping he’d be here. Who’s going to give me away now?”
“I’ll give you away, happily.”
“You don’t have to sound so damned happy about it.”
“I’m not really happy about it, Megan. The three of us haven’t been in the same town since Grandma died. And you’re the first one to have a baby, so I’m really excited to see you fat.”
“Gawd, Delaney, what the hell is wrong with you?”
Her sister scoffed. “Well, if you want me to give you away, I’ll do it. Otherwise, I’ll just sit in the congregation since Ford’s family is part of the ceremony, and I’m not.”
Her stomach twisted. This is not how she wanted this morning to start. Delaney’s animosity toward her hadn’t let up at all. She’d hoped the fact that they’d had a couple of phone calls over the past couple of months things had settled, but apparently, they hadn’t.
“I’ll let you know. I’ve gotta get ready to head to the church. I’ll see you later, Dee.”
Her sister abruptly ended the call, more than likely a little bit irritated that she was getting married—for the second time—and Delaney still hadn’t found anyone to marry her. But, that was because of her choices.
Tossing her phone on the bed, she scraped her hands through her wet hair. She stood and glanced out the window at the picturesque view she had every day and tried to forget Delaney’s sour attitude and remember what today was all about. Ford.
Chimes rang on the computer, and she glanced out the window to see Emmy flying up the driveway. “Holy cats, what on earth is going on?”
Quickly pulling on her undergarments and pantyhose, she slipped into a pair of leggings and a loose-fitting top, still trying to towel her hair dry as she made her way to the door. They had a new understanding now; Emmy didn’t just barge in any more. Not after she walked in on her and Ford making love on the sofa. Good lord, that was mortifying. She got to the door about the same time as Emmy, and her future sister-in-law rushed in, dang near out of breath.
“Emmy, what’s up?”
“Oh, God, I thought I’d be late. Dillon hurt himself at soccer this morning, and I had to rush him to the hospital. He’s fine, just three stitches in his leg from a cleat, but I thought I was going to be late.” Emmy stood by the kitchen counter, her ever-present lime green water bottle in her hand. “We need to get going, girl; do you have all of your stuff pulled together?”
“I was just …”
Brushing past her, Emmy took over. “Here, I’ll get your dress; you toss everything else into a bag, and we’ll take off. I have to pick Raye Ann up at the house on the way through, then I have to run a quick errand while you’re having your hair done.”
Emmy strutted to the closet, pulled her dress from inside and held it up. “I can’t wait for Ford to see you in this.”
The strapless, light floral gown, which was shorter in the front, just showing off her ankles and cute strappy shoes, was the perfect dress for her. The sweetheart neckline would allow her grandmother’s cross necklace as her something old, her engagement ring as her something new, and Emmy loaned her a lace handkerchief which had been her mother’s, which meant so much to her and to Ford. The only thing missing was the blue.
“I hope he likes it. We both know he’s all about green now, so that’s one plus.”
Emmy laughed, and she was amazed at how much better it made her feel. “Honey, he’d love you in a gunny sack. The man is positively head over heels for you.”
Turning to her, she took the three steps that separated them. Placing a hand on her shoulder, Emmy said, “We’re all so happy he found you. Mom and Dad would be so thrilled to see him marry you.”
Megan’s eyes welled with tears and a lump formed in her throat. “I hope so,” she managed and then was afraid to say more. Taking a deep breath, she changed the subject. “My brother, Cord, can’t make it today. The rig he’s on had some issues, and he’s stuck there for a bit. I don’t have anyone to give me away.”
“Oh, damn. I’m sorry, Meg. I’ll bet Dillon would be happy to walk you down the aisle.”
“He has stitches in his leg; I’m not going to ask him to do that.”
“Well, let me worry about that. I’ll take care of it. Now, are you ready? We have to get going.”



       



CHAPTER 44
Dawson’s house was always busy. Four kids, a dog, and Dawson and Sylvia made for much more activity than Ford was used to, and to be honest, he was already on high nerves with today’s excitement in the air. So sitting here now, waiting while Dawson and Sylvia ran around getting the kids ready, he was about to jump out of his own skin. He wanted to be married already, and he wanted to be holding his wife, their child nestled between the two of them.
A loud crash sounded from the back of the house, and Mark, the youngest at eight years old, yelled. The dog, a yellow lab, gentle as can be, but still puppy-ish, began barking, and Sylvia sounded exasperated when she sternly said, “Mark, what on earth are you doing throwing a ball in the house? Put it down and get dressed. Now.”
David, the oldest at fourteen, sat at the kitchen table across from him and shook his head. “Mark is going to end up killing my parents. He’s always into shit.”
Staring at his nephew, sandy brown hair like his dad, blue eyes like his mom, Ford wrestled with correcting his swearing or letting it go. He decided to let it go. Taking a deep breath, he told David, “I’m going to walk on down to the church. Tell your dad, will you? I’m too antsy to sit here, and they’ve got their hands full.”
“Yeah. Want company?”
David looked so hopeful to be able to get out of the house with him that he didn’t have the heart to say no. “It’s at least a mile walk; you up for that?”
“Yeah. That’s not a problem.”
Nodding and standing, he replied, “Okay. Go tell your parents, and let’s get rolling.”
Ford’s phone rang, and he pulled it from his pocket, dread weighing heavy in his gut when he saw Rory’s picture. “This better not be bad news.”
“Good morning to you too. Are you planning on running before the wedding or are you going to make an honest woman of Megan?”
“What do you think?”
His friend laughed. “Just thought I’d ask. Where are you?”
He glanced down the hall as David came toward him. “I’m at Dawson’s, but David and I are going to start walking down to the church. It’s a madhouse here.”
“Let me swing by and pick you up. I got ready early, and I’m sitting here now not sure what to do with myself. David will enjoy a ride in the Charger.”
“That he will. Can you get here in less than five?”
“Start your timer.”
Ending the call, he motioned with his head toward the door. David headed out first. Reaching into Dawson’s truck, he grabbed his suit, dress shoes, and toiletry bag. Walking to the end of the driveway, he could hear Rory’s engine gunning down the road, and he had to chuckle. You’d think he was a damned teenager, not a grown-ass man.
Pulling to a stop, his smile as wide as his whole face, he chuckled, “Less than five, right?”
“Less than five.”
Holding the passenger door for David as he climbed in back, Ford folded himself into the front seat, then called back to David, “Buckle up.” And he did the same.
Rory eased from the curb and made it halfway down the road Dawson lived on. Looking in the mirror at David, he said, “You want to see what this baby can do?”
“God, yes. Punch it.”
Before he could get a word out, Rory had punched the gas and Ford was thrown back against the seat. He had to admit, it was fun. Nearing the intersection, Rory eased off the gas, still chuckling, his smile wide.
From the back seat, David exclaimed, “That was so cool!”
“Right?” Rory’s pride evident in his eyes.
A phone rang, and Rory punched a button on the dash. “Richards.”
“Detective, we have an issue. A body was found out along the road on Valley Drive. Blonde woman in her forties. Possible overdose.”
Ford glanced at Rory, who stared back at him and immediately pulled over to the side of the road. He softly said, “That’s where Tamra lives.”
Pinching his lips together, Ford only nodded, the rolling of his stomach making him nauseous.
“I’ll be right there.” Rory ended the call but never looked away from him.
“I’ll go with you.”
“Ford, not today. You don’t need this, and if it’s her, you don’t want to see her.”
“Do you mean Aunt Tamra?”
Remembering David in the backseat, Ford twisted to look at his nephew. “We don’t know yet, David, but we’re going to have to take you home.”
“No. Let me come. I’m going to be a cop myself one day. I want to see what you all do.”
“I’m not a cop and Rory is a detective, so it’s a little different. Plus, your mom will kick my ass if you have nightmares.”
“I won’t, I swear.”
Rory twisted and looked David in the eyes. “You can’t get out of the car. You have to stay here. Got it?”
David nodded. Rory caught Ford’s eyes and raised his brows. “Let’s go, Rory.”
Pulling to the side of the road, about a quarter of a mile away from the activity, Rory killed the engine of his car, pocketed the keys, and stepped out. Sticking his head back in, he stared hard at David. “Not one step out of this car.”
“I won’t.”
Rory caught his eyes and nodded. Making their way to the tarp-covered body lying in the road, his stomach tangled with his toast and hard-boiled egg. The smell of death lingered in the air, and he had to steal himself for what he was about to see. If it was Tamra, he had to admit he knew it would happen one day. She’d been trying to kill herself for years. But, to die alongside a country road, alone, what the hell kind of person deserved that? Falcon would be beside himself, and above all else, today on his wedding day, he didn’t want this anniversary to be what everyone thought of each year. Selfish, probably, but Megan sure as hell didn’t deserve this.
Covering his nose and mouth with his hand, so the stench didn’t tip his guts over, he approached slowly, Rory taking the lead. He recognized the cops present, nodding to each of them, handshaking not allowed right now since they were all wearing blue rubber gloves. Rory stepped to the body, and one of the cops lifted the tarp to show him the woman. Squatting down to get a closer look, Rory glanced back at him and shook his head.
Letting out a long breath, his relief a real thing, he hesitated, not sure if he wanted to know who she was and what she was doing here or not. Plus, as he glanced at his phone for the time, he only had an hour and a half before he was getting married, and he’d need to get cleaned up and dressed. He took a couple steps back and leaned against one of the police cars watching his friend work. He was a good detective and a damned good man. Hopefully, he’d find a woman one of these days. He’d been married at one time, but his wife was killed in a car accident going on seven years ago now.
Rory stood and walked toward him. “Let’s go; we’ve got a wedding to get to.”
His jaw was tight, his eyes troubled. “Who is it, Rory?”
“It’s that little gal that works at the grocery store in town. She’s in her forties, Ford. That shit just pisses me off. So fucking many drugs on the streets; it’s hard enough keeping the kids off that shit, let alone the adults.”



       



CHAPTER 45
A rriving at the church, Emmy helped Megan carry her dress in through the back door while she carried her toiletry bag and her shoes. It was a splurge—these shoes. But the instant she saw them, her eyes glazed over. Cute, cream-colored strappy sandals with crystals across the three crisscross straps. She’d never in her life had a pair of classy shoes like this, and she so wanted them. She’d dipped into her savings for them, and she wanted Ford to think she was the most beautiful bride he’d ever seen, and if she were honest, since she knew Tamra at one time was beautiful, she wanted to erase his memory of her walking down the aisle and replace it with her. Totally selfish and a bit insecure, but she couldn’t help that. Probably hormones. Probably.
They entered a back room, and Emmy hung their dresses on the clothing rod against the wall. Their attendants were few today. Emmy was her bridesmaid; her best friend, Jolie, her matron of honor. Rory was Ford’s best man, and Dawson was the groomsman. Cord was supposed to give her away, but that wasn’t going to happen. And hopefully, Delaney wouldn’t be too much of a pill today.
Jolie entered, her dress and bags in hand and the two women hugged and giggled.
“I am so damned happy for you, Meg. Oh, I’m so excited for today.”
Laughing, she stood back, still clasping her friend’s hands. “Me too. Can you believe it, Jolie, I’m finally going to be a mom and a wife? All my dreams coming true.”
“I say it’s about time.”
“Where’s Derek?”
“He dropped me off. He’s taking the kids and the sitter to the hotel, and then he’ll be right back.”
She glanced at Emmy, then back to Jolie. “Do you think he’ll give me away? Cord can’t make it.”
“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry, but I bet he’d be happy to give you away. As soon as he gets here, I’ll go and talk to him.”
***
Standing at the back of the church, her stomach in knots because she was excited and nervous and she couldn’t find Derek, Megan lay her hand over her stomach as she waited for the organist to begin playing the wedding march.
“Well, don’t you look like the most beautiful bride ever?”
She whipped around at the sound of her brother’s deep voice, and tears sprang to her eyes as he scooped her up and hugged her to him. Oh, he gave the best hugs ever—besides Ford, that is.
“I thought you couldn’t make it,” she whispered in his ear as he hung on to her.
“I busted ass and got myself on a private plane—paid for by my boss after he heard I’d be missing my baby sister’s wedding, to get here in time. I didn’t want to call in case I couldn’t make it.”
She squeezed him tighter, her arms around his big broad shoulders. Her handsome brother was here in the flesh. His golden blond hair, a bit long on top and cut short on the sides accented those green eyes which mirrored her own. When he set her down, her shaking hands swiped under her eyes, and Emmy came forward with a tissue, trying to clean her smeared makeup as Jolie gave Cord a hug. Then she slapped him hard on the arm. “That’s for making this little bride sad this morning.”
“Ouch. Christ. Sorry.”
She slapped him again. “You’re standing in a church. Don’t take the Lord’s name in vain.”
“Oh. Shit. Sorry.” She raised her hand again, but Derek halted her. “Don’t beat him up.”
Shaking hands, the two men greeted each other. Derek kissed his wife, then said, “I don’t think I’m needed here any longer, so I’m going to go find a seat.”
He opened the door, and the organ music grew in volume. Emmy dabbed a bit more, then smiled. “I’m up first. See you up front.”
She hustled to the door. Dillon and David, who had ushered, despite Dillion’s fresh stitches, opened the doors and stood just inside.
Jolie winked at her, then stepped up to the door and disappeared down the aisle. Cord held out his arm to her, and she slipped her hand through the crook, grateful for his strength and his presence. “Was Delaney a bitch this morning?”
That put a smile on her face. “Yes.”
“Figured. Grandma’s necklace looks perfect on you.”
She blinked furiously to keep the tears from sliding from her eyes.
The bridal march began playing, and the congregation stood. Her heart hammered in her chest as the sea of faces watched her walk toward her soon-to-be husband. And she almost let herself become so nervous she thought she’d throw up, but then she looked at Ford and the love in his eyes for her made her feel as if she were walking on a cloud.
His smile was a sight to behold, and he looked so sexy in his suit, the same light bluish green as her dress. The white rose pinned to his lapel looked perfect on him. His jet-black hair was combed neatly to the side, a lock falling onto his forehead, and she itched to touch it. Those obsidian eyes, shiny and framed in those sexy lashes, were what her dreams were made of. She hoped their baby looked like him.
Cord reached forward and shook Ford’s hand, and whispered, “I’m happy to meet you, Ford; you’re a lucky man.”
“Happy to meet you, Cord, and please know that I know that with my whole heart.”
Cord nodded and bent down to kiss her cheek. “I love you, Meg; congratulations, hon,” he whispered.
“Thank you, Cord. I love you too.”
He stepped away from her and stood next to Delaney, but she only had eyes for Ford. The minister stepped forward and cleared his throat.
“This is a special day for Megan and Ford, but it’s also a special day for the whole Montgomery family.” Pressing the Bible in his hands to his chest, he continued, “Many of you know that like his father before him, Falcon Montgomery, is serving in the United States Army, currently in Afghanistan. But, I’m proud to say Falcon wanted to be here today and has moved heaven and earth to get here to watch his father take a bride.” Holding his hand up toward the back of the church the doors opened, and there stood a handsome man, one she’d never met but would know anywhere, in a crisp dress uniform striding purposely toward them.
Ford’s deep intake of breath could be heard throughout the quiet church. He stepped down from the altar meeting his son halfway, and when they embraced, not a dry eye could be found in the house. Through her watery gaze, she gingerly stepped from the altar and joined her man and her soon-to-be stepson, and before Ford could introduce them in person, Falcon swooped down and picked her up, holding her to him. She could feel his heartbeat, his excitement; she could feel his shaking hands, and her heart went out to him.
When he set her down, Ford clapped him on the shoulder, “Come and stand with us while we say our vows, son.”
Falcon’s dark eyes sought hers. “Are you sure?”
She smiled. “Absolutely, Falcon. Please join us.”
He nodded and swallowed, apparently overcome with emotion. He held his hand out to them to proceed before him, and they made their way back to the altar to become man and wife—their entire family there to witness it.
***
Dancing to their wedding song at the reception, he whispered in her ear, “So, let’s talk about this dress.”
Pulling back to look into his eyes, her brows furrowed, “What about it?”
He chuckled and pulled her into his chest once more. “You are without a doubt the most beautiful bride ever.”
As he spun her around the dance floor, she couldn’t help but laugh. Mission accomplished.
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CHAPTER 1
DEAR GOD, IF I’D wanted to break up elementary school fights, I would’ve become a teacher.
Headed into the second leg of a double shift, Officer Judd Hamilton tried his best to clamp down on the irritation. He had, after all, volunteered to organize FountainFest safety for the police department. And if that meant keeping Jim Vernon and Neil Faber from coming to blows over who got to kick off the 1-mile Fun Run, then that’s what he’d do.
Beyond the two geezers, he caught a glimpse of his girlfriend, Mary Alice, smiling at him. Her group of third graders were obviously excited about the race but behaved themselves. Unlike these two. He really wished he could put the pair of them in time out.
Instead, he tried his best to channel the calm, reasonable tone he’d heard Mary Alice use on her class. “Look, gentleman, I respect the fact that you were both told you could fire the starter pistol. I know it’s a big honor—” for the three seconds it will take for everyone to forget you were ever there, “and neither of you wants to be disappointed, but let’s have a little bit of perspective and festival goodwill, okay?”
“I’m not giving up my place!” insisted Jim.
“Why you old—”
Judd inserted himself bodily between them. “Y’all simmer down, or neither of you is doing anything.” His over-tired mind raced, looking for a solution that didn’t involve him plunking both of them in a cell for the duration of the festival. Somebody somewhere had to have some more blanks. “Look, if we can come up with a second starter pistol, you could both take the shot starting the race simultaneously. Equals. Is that acceptable?”
“I don’t know…” Jim waffled.
“Wouldn’t it look good to the townspeople to see the presidents of the Kiwanis and Rotary Clubs joint officiating?” Judd pushed.
“Well, I suppose that might be okay,” Neil allowed.
“As long as we both get to have our banners,” Jim insisted.
“One on each side of the starting line,” Judd promised.
“I can live with that,” said Neil.
“Good. Great. Y’all do that. Banners in place on those barricades, and y’all get in position. The race should be starting in fifteen minutes.”
Jesus. Was all this extra crap really worth enduring for the chance to be Chief of Police?
Of course it was. Because being Chief wasn’t the end goal. It was just a means to an end.
He waited until the combatants scurried off to their respective civic groups, then radioed to find some blanks. Couldn’t very well have civilians firing actual shots, when town was crawling with pedestrians for the first annual Wishful FountainFest. Looking at the throngs of people, Judd couldn’t help but wish their city planner wasn’t quite so good at her job. The department didn’t have the manpower to adequately police this many people.
Should’ve called in some of the off-duty deputies from the county.
But the departmental budget couldn’t afford that either. Still, he’d seen at least two of the deputies in the crowd. Men he trusted, who could handle themselves. If anything went down, they’d lend a hand. Not that anything was likely to happen, but Judd had plenty of personal experience that made him less complacent than most.
As soon as the starter pistol situation was taken care of, Judd walked over to Mary Alice. Her sunny hair was pulled through the back of a FountainFest ball cap, and she was dressed to run in a t-shirt and shorts that showed off her toned legs. The sight gave him a bit of a jolt. He was so used to her conservative, elementary school attire, he often forgot what was underneath. Which was a terrifying sign of exactly how much he’d been working these last few months.
Need to rectify that.
“Kyle, pull your shorts up. Does anybody have to go to the bathroom before we get started?”
“Everything under control here?” Judd asked.
She looked up, blue eyes twinkling. “As in control as it ever is.”
“At least they’re better behaved than the race officials,” he observed.
“You get whatever that was sorted?” Her gaze slipped past his shoulder. “Danielle, stop picking your nose.”
“Barely. Race will be starting in just a bit.” A jaw-splitting yawn interrupted the statement.
She gave his arm a sympathetic squeeze. “Hang in there. Once this double is over, you’ll be off for four whole days.”
“Thank God.” The prospect of eight straight on a horizontal surface was more appealing than Venus herself.
With a quick glance at her charges, Mary Alice stepped into him, rising on her toes. Judd still had to lean down so she could whisper in his ear. “Maybe after you’ve slept, we could spend some quality time together. Do a little catching up.”
He hummed his approval at that idea, thinking about getting reacquainted with those legs of hers. A flash of red hair distracted him from the suggestion of what they could do with some of that quality time. Judd told himself the sudden jump in his heart rate was due entirely to the less than G-rated thoughts he’d just been entertaining about Mary Alice.
Autumn Buchanan, his oldest, dearest friend, cut through the crowd with Boudreaux, Judd’s massive bloodhound-mastiff mix, trotting beside her on a leash. She’d been dogsitting, while he’d been on nights the last week. Livia Applewhite, one of her closest girlfriends, trailed in her wake. Judd straightened, eyes zeroing in on the number pinned to Autumn’s chest.
“Good morning, y’all,” Autumn called cheerily.
She and Livia both launched into greetings to the children they knew from the library, introducing them to Boudreaux. The dog sat, patiently enduring the kids’ adoration.
“Are y’all looking forward to the race?” Livia asked.
As she drew the children into excited conversation, Autumn stepped forward, extending the to-go cup in her hand. “I come on a mission of mercy. A Zombie Killer from The Grind. Extra shot of caramel, just how you like it. Figured you’d be dragging about now. Plus, Boudreaux’s missing his daddy.”
Judd automatically took the cup in one hand, and gave his dog a head rub with the other, but he couldn’t tear his eyes off of Autumn. “Thanks. What are you wearing?”
She glanced down at her shorts and fitted tank top, which displayed miles of lean, toned legs and arms that he forced himself to ignore. “I realize you’re on a double, but if you’re so tired you don’t recognize running gear, I’m not sure you should be on duty.”
“I’m talking about the race number.”
She deliberately widened her green eyes at him. “It’s called participation.”
“You’re not running.” With a struggle, he managed to make it a question rather than an order.
“I am, actually. Livia, Riley, and I are doing it together.”
Frustration whipped through him. “You aren’t supposed to exert yourself. Dr. Webb said—”
“That exercise is good for my heart.”
“He meant yoga or swimming.” Hadn’t he? Nice non-competitive stuff that wouldn’t get her heart rate or blood pressure up. Nothing that might aggravate her heart condition.
“It’s a one mile fun run, not a triathalon. Besides, Boudreaux is looking forward to some exercise. Aren’t you, boy?” She scratched behind his ears, and Boudreaux pressed into her touch, eyes rolling back in bliss.
Missing his daddy, my ass.
“Boudreaux’s idea of exercise is walking from the sofa down to the end of my dock.”
“Which should be proof enough that I won’t be over exerting myself. Stop worrying, Grandpa.”
That was like ordering him not to breathe. He couldn’t just turn off twenty-five years of protective instincts. Not when he could still so clearly see her lying in that hospital bed, hooked up to half a dozen monitors and machines.
Someone’s voice boomed over a bullhorn. “Everybody participating in the Fun Run please take your position behind the starting line. The race will begin in five minutes.”
“We should go find Riley,” Livia said.
“Gotta go.” Autumn was already turning away before he could think of any other rational arguments against her running in this race. “Drink the coffee, Judd. You’ll feel better. Bye, Mary Alice!”
Beside him, Mary Alice lifted her hand in a wave. “She’ll be fine.”
Judd grunted a response and scanned the course to see what medical personnel were on duty, in case something went wrong. The First Aid tent was about thirty yards away, on one corner of the town green. They were more expecting scraped knees and sprains, but a defibrillator would be there. And he had his own EMT training to fall back on in an emergency.
None of it made him feel any better, but short of bodily stopping her from participating, it was the best he could do. Not that she’d had any incidents in years, and her last check-up with her cardiologist, three months before, had given her an all clear.
Judd blinked, realizing Mary Alice had been talking to him. “Sorry. What?”
A flicker of exasperation passed over her pretty face. “I asked if you’d be up in time tomorrow for us to go to your family’s Sunday brunch?”
“Yeah, sure. Mom’s been fussing she hasn’t seen me.” It’d be good to see his family. Plus, he needed to firm up plans to go shopping with Autumn for his brothers’ birthday. No one was better at coming up with the best gag gifts for the twins than she was.
“No one outside the department has seen you since you went on nights a month ago.”
“Part of the job.” He shrugged. “Race is about to start. Y’all have fun and be careful.”
He bent to give her an absent kiss and hit her cheek when she turned at the last moment. Okay, so she was annoyed. He’d work on smoothing that over once this shift was done and he’d slept. He headed further up the street, judging the best spot to keep an eye out for Autumn. Just in case. The race course ran the length of the green, down Main Street, onto Franklin Street before looping back on Market Street to finish on the opposite side of the green. If she had issues, it would be on the tail end of the course. He positioned himself on the far corner of the green at Main and Spring Streets to watch the start.
At 6’3”, Judd could see over most of the crowd, so when the starter pistols went off—in tandem, thank God—he kept an eagle eye on the surge of people flowing down Main Street. With her bright flash of hair, Autumn was easy to pick out. She, Riley, and Livia were in a tight cluster, with Boudreaux trotting ahead. None of them was going faster than a jog. He could tell Autumn was even talking and laughing as they went. The tightness in his chest eased a fraction.
“I don’t think Boudreaux quite knows what to think about all these people.” Mitch Campbell, one of Judd’s poker buddies, stepped up to the curb to watch the girls.
“We both know he’d follow Autumn anywhere.”
“Didn’t know she was running.”
“Neither did I,” Judd grumbled. But at least she was being smart about it. No outright sprinting. And honestly, Autumn was never reckless with her health. She just seemed to worry about it a lot less than he did.
“Not sure you can call what they’re doing running,” Mitch observed as they disappeared from view.
Judd turned to make his way to the opposite corner, across from Sweet Magnolias Bakery, aware of Mitch falling into step beside him.
“Man, you look like warmed over death this morning.”
“Thanks for that. Coffee hasn’t kicked in.” He drained it on the walk, feeling a rush of gratitude that Autumn had thought of it. With all his herding of people this morning, there hadn’t been time to go by The Daily Grind himself.
“You gonna make it to poker night next week, now you’re finally off nights?”
“That’s the plan. But I’ve gotta work on digging myself out of the dog house with Mary Alice. I’ve been working my ass off and neglecting her lately.” Longer than lately, if he was honest with himself.
“Man, buy her something shiny. Never met a woman who couldn’t be appeased with jewelry and flowers.”
“Jewelry’s never been my style.”
“Even better,” Mitch declared, thumping him on the back. “She won’t expect it and it’ll be a surprise.”
“You sure?” Judd asked. Didn’t gifts of jewelry come with certain expectations?
“Absolutely. Go by Sanderson’s and ask Rosanna about the doghouse special. She’s got a good selection of options.”
Judd spared Mitch a glance. “You sound like you have a lot of experience with this.”
“Well, I’m still friends with all my exes.”
There.
Autumn came into view, moving with the same unhurried jog she’d had at the start. Boudreaux trotted obediently beside her, periodically looking up at her in complete adoration. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion, but not alarmingly so. She was okay, exactly as she’d said she’d be. The tension in his muscles drained out, and Judd could practically hear her in his head, See there, Grandpa.
Turning back to Mitch, he said, “But they’re exes.”
“Only because I got out before any of them got too serious. Talk to Rosanna. She won’t steer you wrong.”
What the hell? It couldn’t hurt.
    
“We need a plan of attack.”
Autumn looked with affectionate forbearance across the table at her best friend. “It’s shopping for birthday presents, Judd, not a war.”
“Same difference. There are people.” His sharp blue eyes narrowed on the word.
She smiled into her coffee. “You’re just grumpy because you haven’t recovered from FountainFest and all those extra shifts you’ve been pulling.”
“Hell yes. Ergo, I want to get through this whole process as quickly as possible.” He inhaled a quarter of his tall stack of pancakes in about three bites, as if to prove the point.
“We could have done this sooner if you weren’t working all the time,” she chided.
“Couldn’t be helped. Chief Curry’s been leaning on me pretty heavy lately.”
“Which is exactly what you wanted.”
Judd shrugged. “I figured the decision about the replacement Chief would’ve been made by now. Nobody thought this would drag on for over a year. Either way, this is the time we’ve got, and gag gifts must be procured. It’s tradition.”
Curmudgeon or not, Judd Hamilton was reliable as the rising sun. Since the pair of them were old enough to ride their bikes downtown, they’d established an annual tradition of finding the best possible gag gifts for his twin brothers. As she’d been an honorary Hamilton for more than a decade, she took great pleasure in punking Leo and Eli.
As they polished off their breakfast, and he wrote out a list of stops like he was planning a tactical assault, Mama Pearl brought their check. Autumn started to reach for it, but Judd’s hand shot out and snagged it.
“What are you doing?”
“Buying breakfast,” he said.
Autumn bristled. “I can buy my own breakfast.”
“You’ve been working on half-time hours since spring. I’ve been working overtime. Ergo, I’m buying breakfast.”
“Don’t be an ass.”
“I’m an ass for buying my oldest friend breakfast?” He fixed her with that cop stare that was meant to intimidate but instead heated things that had no business heating.
Autumn shifted in her seat, crossing her legs to get more comfortable and bumping his instead. A zing of awareness shot from her kneecap further north and she repressed the urge to curse, focusing instead on keeping every nuance of her expression dialed to annoyed rather than attracted. God knew, she had plenty of practice.
Before she could come up with an answer that wasn’t some shade of “I don’t need you to take care of me”—which would just piss him off—Mama Pearl came back.
She gave a hmmph that conveyed a wealth of opinion over their stalemate before handing Autumn a thick envelope. “Omar sent this out. You won the pool on Tucker and Corinne.”
Judd tossed down his napkin. “Of course you did. How many does this make?”
“Seventeen,” Autumn said sweetly, plucking the check from his hand and pulling three fives from the envelope to pass back to Mama Pearl.
He stared at her. “Seriously?”
“What can I say? I’m lucky when it comes to betting on love.” Which was an enormous crock of shit. She’d never been brave enough to gamble with him. Until today.
“She is the reigning champion,” Mama Pearl confirmed, before ambling off to get her change.
“What’s your secret?” Judd asked.
“Secret?”
“Why is it you’re so good at picking who’s going to end up with who and when?”
He absolutely wouldn’t like the answer to that. Reminding Judd that she was adept at reading people’s body language because she’d grown up in a household where understanding that meant the difference between surviving her father’s crazy pseudo-religious delusions and getting the belt—or worse—would ruin the mood of the day. He’d gotten her out years ago. That was the important thing. Besides, it was a lot more fun using her skills for love instead of survival.
Now her brain was occupied with broaching a far more terrifying topic. How exactly did you tell your best friend you’re in love with him?
“Maybe it’s all those romance novels. It’s made me extra sensitive to spotting the signs. And anyway, betting on love sure as hell beats editing dissertations for foreign students in terms of supplementing my income.”
His lips quirked in that devil-may-care grin that made her heart stutter. “You’ve actually made enough on this to supplement your income?”
It wasn’t the only supplement to her income, but it was the only one he needed to know about. She made a show of fanning the remaining cash in the envelope. “I just got handed all my shopping money. For the twins and for a splurge.”
“Then I guess we’d better go spend it.”
Per tradition, stop number one was the fountain in the middle of the town green. Constructed just after the Civil War, the fountain had earned some local notoriety over the past century and a half. It was, after all, why the town was named Wishful. Usually Autumn tossed in her coin and made a less selfish wish—there were plenty of other people who could use a little bit of magic. But if she was really going through with this, she needed all the help she could get. She’d even saved a silver dollar specially for the occasion. The coin lay sweaty against her palm. She stared down at the smooth surface of the water, trying to slow her heart and think of the right way to phrase the wish.
“You okay, Firefly?”
The childhood nickname pulled her back to the past, to the first time they’d stood here and the wish she’d made then. The casual stroke down her back kept her in the now.
“You know, when we were twelve and you brought me here that first time, I didn’t believe in wishes. Didn’t see the point. But you gave me a quarter and told me to make a wish anyway. For anything I wanted. Do you know what I wished for?”
“What?”
She lifted her gaze to his face. “I wished for a new family. And you gave me yours. I can never repay you for that.”
“We’re not keeping a balance sheet, Autumn. It’s not something you owe us for.”
No. That’d been a gift without price. And if she did this. If she changed things, his friendship wasn’t the only thing she risked.
Be brave. Be the strong heroine you write about.
Eyes on his, she fisted the silver dollar and made her wish. I wish for the courage and strength of heart to do what needs to be done, say what needs to be said.
She didn’t look as she tossed the coin. Didn’t even glance over at the solid thunk in the water. She could only watch him. For twenty-five years, he’d been her strength, her shield, her confidant. And she was about to see if he’d be more.
“Judd, there’s something I need to—”
“Autumn!”
The sound of her name had the words clogging like a logjam in her throat as she turned to see who had such craptastic timing.
“Mark?”
A history professor at Wachoxee County Community College, Mark Caulfield had been stopping in at the library once or twice a week for a couple of years. He was charming, erudite, and a little shy. Lanky, with a penchant for tweed—a less attractive Jude Law type. Livia had been making bets for months about when Mark would get up the nerve to ask Autumn out. He always seemed to stop just short of crossing the line from flirtation to action. Which was perfectly fine with Autumn. She enjoyed their flirtation, enjoyed the lack of pressure to actually commit to anything else. And here he was with flowers in his hand when she was about to confess her love to Judd.
Crap on a cracker.
“Good morning, lovely lady.” With a sheepish smile, he held a bouquet of bright yellow tulips out.
Autumn reached to take the flowers automatically, though a part of her instinctively recoiled. She couldn’t stop the flinch as her hand curled around the stems. “What’s this?”
“I saw these and they made me think of you. A little spot of sunshine. I went by the library to deliver them. Livia told me you were out shopping, so I took a chance that I could catch you.”
Autumn made a mental note to murder her friend. She forced a smile and focused on the gesture rather than the flowers themselves. There was no possible way Mark could’ve known she loathed yellow tulips. They’d been her mother’s favorite flower. “They’re lovely.”
She waited, watching splotches of color rise to Mark’s cheeks as he shifted from foot to foot. Please don’t let today be the day he finally asks.
Mark finally seemed to register Judd’s presence, which said a lot about the man’s focus on her, as Judd had been looming behind her like a guard dog since the moment Mark had shown up.
“Hi. Mark Caulfield.” He offered his hand.
Judd stepped forward to take it. “Judd Hamilton.”
“And you’re—”
“The best friend,” Judd supplied. His gaze swept Mark from head to toe and clearly found him lacking. Not that anyone who wasn’t well-versed in the microexpressions of Judd would notice.
“Ah,” Mark said.
The silence spun out. One beat, then two.
Ordinarily, Autumn would’ve jumped into the breach, tried to put Mark more at ease with the scripted niceties used by all women in the South. But she wanted—needed—him to go away. So she said nothing, employing the same tactics she knew Judd used in interrogation, hoping Mark would be so acutely uncomfortable, he’d lose his nerve.
“Well, I—you’re in the middle of something. I just wanted to give you the flowers. I’ll let you get back to your shopping now.”
“Thanks.”
“I guess I’ll see you when those interlibrary loans come in.”
“I’ll be sure to let you know,” she promised.
Mark gave a little wave and shrugged his messenger bag higher on his shoulder, heading back across the green.
Autumn turned back toward Judd. She felt the weight of his gaze—those eyes that always saw too much and not enough.
“Do you want me to take them?” He knew. Of course, he knew what these would mean to her. It was just one of the many reasons she loved him.
“No. They’re just…flowers. I can deal. Just…just tell me when he’s gone so I can find somewhere to dispose of them.”
Mark’s interruption had seriously thrown Autumn off her game. Because the moment to speak had passed, she didn’t resist when Judd took her arm. “C’mon. Let’s walk.”
“Let’s swing by Brides and Belles. I’ll give them to Babette. Someone might as well enjoy them.”
“Sure. I’ve got something to pick up in that area anyway.”
Dimly, Autumn wondered where, but was too rattled to ask. She’d find out soon enough.
She felt better once the flowers were out of her hands. Steadier. She joined Judd back out on the sidewalk. “Okay, List Master, where is our first stop? You said you had something to pick up over here.”
“This way.” He headed down the block. As she fell into step beside him, he said, “Hey what was it you were going to say earlier? Before we were interrupted. You seemed pretty serious.”
“I was. I…” Autumn trailed off, staring blankly at the display window he’d stopped in front of. “What are we doing here?”
“Oh, I’ve just got to run in and pick up something for Mary Alice.”
“Here?” she said dumbly. Because they were standing outside Sanderson’s Jewelers.
“Yeah, I’ve got something on order. Want to come in and see?”
Autumn’s mind ground to a screeching halt, as everything she’d been about to say simply blanked. Judd Hamilton did not buy jewelry. At no point in their twenty-five years of friendship had he ever given something sparkly to one of his girlfriends. He’d never even gotten any cheesetastic jewelry for his mom on Mother’s Day. And he had something on order for Mary Alice.
There was only one thing it could possibly be.
Something burst inside her, a white hot nova of shock sweeping through her body. Autumn felt the reverberation in her chest and for long seconds she waited for the physical pain to take her to her knees. But there was no pain. She wasn’t dying this time, even though she was losing him now as surely as she’d nearly lost him years ago to a bullet meant for her. And for a moment she regretted that the surgeons had repaired her heart. Because that meant she had to live through this, watching him build a life with someone else, knowing she’d never even been in the running.
She drew on every shred of control she had to smile at him. Because she loved him and she wanted him to be happy.
“No. That’s what I wanted to tell you. I’m going to have to bail on our tradition. I’m supposed to meet Mitzi to help finish up a grant for the library. With all the budget cuts, I really can’t afford to tell her no, even though it’s technically my day off. There’s a deadline.” The lie rolled off her tongue with surprising ease.
“Well shit. Why didn’t you say something earlier?”
“She just emailed me this morning, and I thought we could at least do breakfast. But I need to get on. You go ahead and finish your shopping. I’ll see you later, okay?”
Worry was written all over his face as he studied her.
Please. Please let me go right now.
“Yeah, okay.”
Because she felt the weight of his gaze on her, she didn’t run, though every instinct urged her to flee. She kept her strides even and unhurried, though she was starting to shake. She kept her head held high, though she wanted to scream. She’d survived more than her fair share over the years. She’d find a way to survive this.
But as she passed the cursed fountain, she wondered how she’d survive it without him.



CHAPTER 2
A UTUMN WAS LYING.
THAT fact didn’t concern Judd nearly as much as the why behind it. She was a lot more upset about the flowers than she wanted to admit. He’d seen her face, seen that subtle loss of color in her cheeks as she’d accepted them. The poor bastard couldn’t have known the dark associations she had with yellow tulips. Caulfield had effectively killed any shot he might’ve had with Autumn—if he’d had a shot to begin with. She hadn’t looked thrilled to see him.
Was she having the nightmare again? And what the hell could Judd do about it if she was?
The question circled his brain as he stepped back out of Sanderson’s. Had she looked more anxious the last few weeks? Shown any signs of being less rested than usual? Had she seemed off somehow? He didn’t know and that pissed him off. He was her best friend. He ought to know these things. But he’d been working so damned much, he’d barely seen her. He’d seen Mary Alice even less—hence the apology bracelet he’d just picked up. He hoped Mitch was right and it would take him out of the running for world’s worst boyfriend. The fact was, his relationships had been taking a backseat to the job lately, and that needed to change.
Birthday shopping without Autumn held absolutely no appeal. Who else was going to help him find the most embarrassing gifts for his brothers? So he blew off the rest of his carefully constructed list and headed for the offices of The Wishful Observer. Maybe his mom knew what was going on.
She was just emerging from the conference room as Judd stepped into the newspaper. “Judd!”
“Hey Mom.” He gave her a squeeze.
“I wasn’t expecting to see you twice in two days. Where’s Autumn? Weren’t you two headed out to shop for the twins?”
“We were but she bailed on me.”
Patty frowned. “That’s not like her.”
“I know. We had a bit of an incident.”
Over another cup of coffee, Judd filled her in on Mark Caulfield and the flowers. “She tried to play it off like it was no big deal, but ten minutes later she outright lied to my face and left. She hasn’t missed this tradition in eighteen years.”
“It’s been a long time since she got that rattled. Is something else going on?”
“I was hoping you could tell me. I haven’t exactly been on the same wavelength as everybody else the last few weeks. Did something happen while I was working nights? Has she seemed off to you? Worried at all?”
“No. I mean, you saw her at brunch yesterday. She was completely herself—irreverent as ever, teasing Leo and Eli.”
“Not even concerned about being down to half hours at work?”
“Not at all. Although, I admit that worries me some. It’s not as if head librarian was ever a job that paid big bucks that would’ve given her the chance to save much. But she insists she’s fine financially every time your father and I ask if we can help.”
“You and I both know she won’t take financial help. We may all consider her part of the family, and she’ll accept everything that goes along with that until it comes to paying her own way.”
After her mother split town and her father went to prison, there’d been no question that Autumn was moving in with them. She’d finished the last year and a half of high school living as an honorary Hamilton. He’d never understood why his parents didn’t just adopt her and formally make her the daughter she’d always been.
“Do you think she’s really okay, money-wise?” his mom asked.
“She’s been cleaning up on all the pools at Dinner Belles. Got a fat envelope at breakfast this morning for Tucker and Corinne. But I have a hard time imagining she’s making so much there that it’s really alleviating the strain.” Which left him wondering if she’d cut everything back to bare bones without telling him. Was that what today had been about? Was she finally going to ask for help? “I wish she’d just move out to Hope Springs with me and save on the rent money until she’s in a better place financially.”
His mother arched a brow.
“What’s wrong with that? She loves being able to look out over the lake.”
“Well, apart from the fact that Autumn likes having her own space, I expect Mary Alice would take issue with it.”
“How is it any different from my making Leo or Eli the same offer?”
Even as she stared at him in disbelief, Judd told himself it wasn’t justified.
“Because as much as we love her, Autumn isn’t your sister. The two of you are close in ways nobody else can possibly understand. That’s hard to compete with.”
He and Autumn were bound by blood in ways so much thicker than family. The truth was, he’d never had a girlfriend who wasn’t threatened by their relationship. But there was no reason for it. Things weren’t romantic between him and Autumn. They never had been and never could be.
“Mary Alice gets along with Autumn just fine.”
“Or she’s too hung up on you to say otherwise for fear you’ll dump her.”
“I wouldn’t do that.”
She looked askance at him. “Really? If she put her foot down and gave you an ultimatum, her or Autumn, you’d be okay with that?”
“You know I don’t do ultimatums. But I could certainly have a discussion about it like a rational guy to explain how things are.”
The truth of it was that he had a responsibility to protect Autumn, so she’d always be a big part of his life. Any woman he was with had to be okay with that. And why shouldn’t she be? Autumn always went out of her way to be friendly and inclusive when he dated somebody. Well, except for one or two girls in college, but they’d been all wrong for him, so Judd wasn’t about to complain.
Patty was still looking at him like he had a few screws loose. Before he could open his mouth to explain—or dig that hole any deeper—his cell rang. Checking the screen, he recognized the number for dispatch. “Hamilton.”
“Judd, where are you?” Inez Barlow, who’d served as both dispatch and admin for the department for nearly twenty years before he’d joined it, sounded rattled. And she was never rattled.
Judd snapped into go mode. “At the paper. What’s wrong?”
“You need to come in. It’s Chief Curry. He’s had a heart attack.”
    
Dust boiled up behind two cars coming way too fast down the drive to Applewhite Farms. Autumn rose from the porch swing, shifting her death grip from the chain to the porch rail because her legs weren’t exactly stable. Well, she had said it was an emergency. She hadn’t told Livia or Riley why when she’d made the call. They’d both just made arrangements and dropped everything because she needed them.
Because that’s what friends did.
As a child from an abusive home in the wrong part of town, Autumn hadn’t made friends. Her fair skin was quick to bruise, so her father had mastered the art of leaving his marks where they wouldn’t show. She’d learned early not to trust, not to talk, to keep her head down and be invisible. She’d been exceptionally good at it. An obedient, terrified girl, always polite, never causing a problem that might make other adults look her way.
So it had been Judd who’d intervened when a playground bully knocked her down. Six years old, he’d flown at the boy like some kind of avenging angel, all raven hair and blazing blue eyes. Afterward, he’d come to help her up, her body still aching from a fresh whipping. God, how many times had he run to her rescue over the years? Too many to count.
But Autumn was beyond grateful that he was no longer the only one who would.
Livia charged up the stairs, pale blonde hair still caught up in a princess tiara that said she’d come straight from storytime. “What’s wrong? And why are we meeting way out here? Not that I mind offering up my house,” she hastened to add.
“Because I am a lousy liar, and if both of you showed up at my place, Judd would know something is wrong. And I just…can’t, right now.”
Riley slid an arm around her shoulders. “Honey, what happened?” Her simple touch made Autumn want to crumple.
“Fucking Mark.” Except, no, that wasn’t fair. This wasn’t Mark’s fault. He’d just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Livia cringed. “Oh God. He looked so cute and hopeful with his flowers and so disappointed when you weren’t working. I didn’t think it was a big deal that I told him where you were.”
“He had either the best timing or the worst. I don’t know which. He stopped me from making a complete fool of myself.”
“With Judd?” Riley asked gently.
Autumn nodded once, feeling her throat start to constrict. “I was going to tell him.”
Riley’s arm tightened. “Tell him what?”
“Everything. That I’m in love with him. That I always have been. That I want to be with him. I was going to lay it all on the line.” She shook her head in futility as the tears spilled over. “God, I’m so stupid. I should never have paid attention to that letter.”
“What letter?” Livia asked.
There was no explaining it. Not without coming clean entirely. But why else had she called her friends? Wasn’t it time to tell someone the secret?
“It’s a lot to explain.”
“Then let’s go inside. We’ll make you some tea, and you can take your time.” Livia bundled her through the door, nudging her onto the sofa in the living room.
Autumn hadn’t realized she was cold until Livia draped a throw around her shoulders. Nearly ninety degrees outside and she was freezing. Riley retrieved a box of tissues from the powder room, while Livia headed to the kitchen for tea duty. Autumn just sat, so thankful for the comfort of other women, she began to cry harder. She managed to get herself somewhat under control by the time Livia came in with a tea tray and a plate of cookies.
As her friends arranged themselves on either side of her, she slipped off her shoes and curled her feet up beneath the throw. “Thank you.”
Riley handed her a mug. “You take all the time you need, sweetie.”
Autumn took a bracing breath. “Livia, get your laptop.”
She brought it, tapping in the password and handing it over.
“No one knows what I’m about to tell you both. And I want to keep it that way for reasons that will be rapidly apparent. Your word.”
“Of course,” Riley said, eyes wide with suspense.
“Cross my heart and may I never get another pedicure as long as I live.”
Autumn rested her hands on the keyboard, her fingers drumming a light tattoo on the keys, though not hard enough to actually type anything. “Okay, so when they cut our hours at the library the first time, I was looking around for some alternative ways to bring in extra income.”
“Sure. We both were,” said Livia.
“The dissertation editing was enough to make me want to stab someone. I avoided going into academia for a reason. So I kind of did a thing. A potentially crazy thing, as an experiment. I didn’t actually expect anything to come of it.”
“Have you been selling sex toys on the side?” Riley asked.
Autumn blinked at her. “What?” she sputtered.
“It was the first potentially crazy thing I could think of that you might do.”
“I am not selling sex toys.” Although given the lengths she’d gone to in order to meet her own needs in that department, it might not be the worst idea in the world. “I wrote a book.”
“I didn’t know you wrote!” Livia exclaimed.
“I don’t. Didn’t. The book started out as therapy, way back in college. Something to exorcise my demons that I scrapped. No one was ever supposed to see it. There was too much thinly veiled reality and wish fulfillment in the original plot. It was just a vehicle for all my fantasies.” Of which she’d had plenty. “But with the boom in erotic romance since the whole 50 Shades thing, I thought I might as well pull it back out and see if I could do something with it. I decided to take the core concept and hone it into something…else. Erotic romantic suspense with a kick ass shero, who takes no shit and goes after what she wants. And I self-published it under a pseudonym.”
As she brought up Amazon and typed in her pen name, Autumn felt more exposed than if she’d been standing naked on a table in front of a roomful of people. Was it too late to run away to Timbuktu?
“Rumor Fairchild?” Riley asked, peering over her shoulder.
“Yeah.”
“Great name. Wait, how many books are there?”
“Two so far. It’s a planned trilogy. People liked the first one and series do better, so I kept going.”
She clicked on Forged in Blood to bring up the page.
“I need to borrow that for a minute.” Livia yanked the laptop away. “Need to exercise my one-click buy finger.”
It was both a thrill and a terror that someone she knew would be reading the book.
“Holy crap,” Livia broke in. “This is doing really, really well.”
No one had been more surprised about that than Autumn. “Yeah, it’s picked up since I released the second book and made the first one permanently free. Enough that I’ve been able to stay afloat and keep my apartment, even though we’re down to half-time hours. I’m about half-way through the third one. Income should get a nice boost when that’s out and there’s more there for sell-through.”
“But this is all wonderful,” Riley said. “I don’t understand what this has to do with Judd.”
“Cooper is obviously Judd, based on the book description,” Livia observed.
“There’s that,” Autumn admitted. “The thing is, I started getting fan mail. Emails from these women, who loved my heroine, loved the story. People who wanted to make their voices heard regarding which team they were on with the love triangle—in point of fact, absolutely no one thinks Darcy should end up with Fletcher. Everybody wants her to end up with Cooper.”
“Well that’s consistent with real life. Everybody thinks you should end up with Judd,” Riley said.
Except Judd.
“Who’s Fletcher supposed to be?” Livia wanted to know.
“Nobody in particular. He’s…the hypothetical kind of guy who looks perfect for me on paper.”
“Who you don’t have feelings for, so of course he isn’t coming across as the one anybody should ’ship,” said Riley.
“’Ship?” Livia asked.
“And you call yourself a romance reader.” Riley shook her head. “’Ship, as in support two characters in a relationship. It is a necessary verb for all romance fans.”
Autumn shrugged and began shredding one of the tissues. “Anyway, last week I got this email from a woman who read my books and really identified with Darcy’s situation. I don’t know what the backstory was—she didn’t say—but she was so inspired by Darcy that she took charge in her own life and went after this guy she’s been pining after for years. And it turned out he feels the same and they’re getting married in May. I’m invited to the wedding.”
Riley put a hand over her heart. “Awww. That’s so sweet!”
“It is. It’s so awesome. And I kept rereading this letter. I mean, here is this woman, this complete stranger, who’s braver than I am, who went after what she wanted and had it pay off in a big way. Darcy is supposed to be based on me. How can I keep writing books about her, if I’m not willing to do the same? To put myself out there?”
“So you decided to tell Judd the truth,” Riley prompted.
“I did.”
“And Mark had the craptastic timing to interrupt,” Livia said. “Which sucks. But just because it didn’t work today, doesn’t mean you can’t try again.”
“Yes, it does.”
“Why?”
Another sob broke free. “Because Judd bought an engagement ring.”
“Oh honey.” Riley tugged her close.
“I bailed on him at Sanderson’s. I just couldn’t…”
“Well, of course not!” Livia frowned. “But are you sure? Did he say that’s what he was buying?”
Autumn sniffed. “No, but Judd doesn’t buy jewelry. Ever. He never has.”
“Then maybe you’re wrong.”
At the sound of an incoming text, Autumn pulled her phone out of her coat pocket. It was from Judd.
Family meeting at Mom and Dad’s. 7 tonight. Got news.
She handed the phone to Livia. “No, I’m not.”
Livia swore.
“And now I have to go over there and face him and Mary Alice and his entire family and pretend that I’m fine. That I’m happy for them. All because I’ve never been brave enough to say anything until it was too late. I don’t know if I’m that good an actress.”
Riley stroked her hair. “I hate this. I can’t tell you how much I hate this. And I wish to God we could fix it for you.”
“It helps that you’re both here. It helps that at least somebody knows now.”
“Well, we can’t fix his stupidity. But we can get you ready for tonight,” Livia declared.
“How’s that?” Autumn asked.
“You’re going to finish having your cry. Then you’re going to guzzle some water and take some headache medicine and have a nap. And when you wake up, we’re going to whip out the Visine and some cucumber slices to erase all the signs of your crying jag. After that, you’re going to go home and put on your bitch boots and redo your make up. Then you’re going to go over there and hold your head up high, because you are Autumn Freaking Buchanan, and you are awesome, and if he doesn’t see that, then he’s an idiot you’re better off without.”
Autumn flashed a watery smile because she knew it was what Livia wanted. But as she took comfort from her friends, she couldn’t help but think that she was the idiot.



CHAPTER 3
I NTERIM CHIEF OF POLICE.
The idea of it zinged around his brain like a pinball. Judd had been working for this position for years, but he’d never in a million years wanted to get it like this.
The scent of antiseptic coated the back of his throat and made him twitchy. He fucking hated hospitals. It was all too easy to remember lying in that bed, seventeen years old, hooked up to machines and in agony as his body healed, knowing that taking that bullet hadn’t been enough, because the heart defect no one knew about had still nearly killed her. Autumn had lain in the next bed over, pale as death, with an uncertain prognosis after emergency heart surgery. He’d made so many deals with God, promising to do anything and everything necessary to protect her, if only she’d wake up again. Being back here, waiting for news on Chief Curry’s condition, brought back that same sense of impotent frustration, of being able to do nothing to help.
He’d already been formally sworn in by the City Council. Whether Robert liked it or not, his retirement started today. But there were dozens of things Judd needed to talk to the other man about before he truly took the helm of Wishful PD. Given he’d already been here for six hours, that might not be happening today.
“Hey, sweetie.”
Judd looked up to find Mary Alice striding across the waiting room, a Styrofoam box in hand.
“I thought you could use something to eat.”
He accepted the box and set it in the next chair so he could pull her in for a hug. Her arms wrapped tight around him, and he buried his face in her hair, letting the scent of her lavender shampoo block out the hospital smells that had him wanting to crawl out of his skin.
After a long minute, he pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Thanks.”
They sat. Judd opened the box and dug into the chicken strips inside.
“Has there been any news?”
“He came through surgery fine. Double bypass. Woke up a couple of hours ago, but I haven’t seen him.” Other officers from the department had been in and out, but for the moment, he was up here alone.
Mary Alice laid a hand on his knee. The small weight of it was a comfort. “I know cardiac stuff is particularly upsetting for you. But I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
“Doc was optimistic. His granddaughter is on her way in from—I forget where—out West somewhere—to take care of him and make sure he follows orders. As long as he does that, he’ll be fine. But he’s done with work.”
“So who’s going to run the department?”
“For right now, me.”
“They’re appointing you Chief?”
Judd held up his hand for quiet, though the news would be getting out soon enough. “Interim.”
Mary Alice tipped her head against his shoulder. “It seems wrong to congratulate you, even though this is what you’ve been working for.”
“I know. But it is what it is. I’ll do whatever has to be done.”
“You always do.”
They lapsed into silence as he finished the food she’d brought.
“Officer Hamilton?”
Judd rose as a nurse approached. “Yes?”
“Chief Curry is ready to see you now.”
“Is he—”
“He’s tired but alert. Already had some visitors. We can give you half an hour to sort some things out, then he needs his rest.”
Judd looked back at Mary Alice.
She waved him off. “Go ahead. I’ll catch up with you later. I know you’ve got a lot to take care of.”
Mayor Sandra Crawford was coming out of Robert’s room.
“Did you tell him?” Judd asked.
“I did.” Sandra scooped a hand through her ash blonde hair. “He’s not exactly happy with our decision, but he accepts it. I’ll let him talk to you about all that.”
Judd nodded.
“I’m sure we’ll be in touch over the next few weeks while things get settled.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
He slipped into the room. His belly clutched at the gray pallor of Chief Curry’s face.
“Well, don’t hover at the door, Hamilton. Come in.”
“Sir.” Judd did as ordered, moving to stand at the foot of the bed. “How are you feeling?”
“Like I got hit by a semi. But I’m alive, so I’ll take it. Sit down, son. We’ve got things to talk about.”
Judd sat in the chair beside the bed.
“Sandra said you’re already sworn in.”
“Yes, sir. I’m sorry it happened like this.”
“Been telling them I wanted to retire for over a year now. If I hadn’t been so damned picky about my replacement, this might not have happened.” Robert sighed. “Well, what’s done is done. You’re in it now.”
“So I am.”
“I know you’re wondering why I didn’t just pick you.”
“The thought had crossed my mind, sir.”
He was the obvious candidate. Veteran of the department, solid record, love of the community.
“That has a lot to do with the phone call I got before I had the goddamned heart attack this morning.”
“From who?”
“Department of Corrections.”
It could be anything. As Chief, Robert had regular contact with the Mississippi Department of Corrections. But Judd’s blood went to ice.
“Jebediah Buchanan is being released.”
Judd’s heart kicked into to a gallop, and he curled his hands to fists. “How can fourteen years be sufficient time served for attempted murder?” Judd demanded. He and Autumn had given testimony for his most recent hearing, and he’d known on some level it was possible, but he just hadn’t imagined…
“Good behavior, overcrowding,” Robert continued, interrupting his thoughts, “and he’s managed to convince the Parole Board that he’s turned over a new leaf. I didn’t get through all the details before I keeled over.”
Judd popped out of the chair and swore, long and vicious, as he paced the small room.
“That. That right there is why I can’t support your candidacy for Chief a hundred percent. Because Autumn is your Achilles heel. You’re not out for this job for the town. Not completely. You want it because you think it’ll help you keep her safe.”
As it was true, Judd saw no sense in denying it, but after everything he’d given the department, the lack of total faith stung. “I’ve never shirked my duties because of Autumn.”
“No. If anything, you’re the best trained man I’ve got. You never got complacent about living in a small town and thinking bad things don’t happen here. You know better than most that they absolutely do. But I’ve got serious concerns with how you’ll deal with this situation, Judd.”
“I’ll do whatever’s necessary.”
“You’ll do whatever’s within the law.”
Bristling, Judd glared at him. “You think I’d do anything else?”
“I think if push came to shove, you’ve proved you’ll do anything for that girl.” Robert settled back against his pillow, looking suddenly ten years older. “I was there that day, Judd. I remember. I remember both of you nearly dying. I remember wanting to kill him myself. It was the worst fucking case I dealt with my entire career. So I get that this is an emotionally charged situation. But I want to remind you that you’ll be working for this city. You’ll answer to the Mayor and City Council. The good of the entire town is now in your hands, and you can’t be showing favoritism to her, no matter the circumstances.”
“I’m aware of that,” Judd gritted out.
“Fact is, you’re the best candidate we’ve got, and your performance over the next few months will determine whether or not you keep the job.  Don't blow it.”
“I don’t intend to.”
    
From the driver’s seat of her car, Autumn stared at Judd’s parents’ house. This had always been her safe haven. Somewhere she could go and not be afraid, not worry about the belt or a hand raised in anger. Somewhere she’d been unconditionally loved. Somewhere that had ultimately become her home through Patty and Owen’s generosity. But knowing what was coming, that everything was about to change, she couldn’t make herself go inside.
Judd bringing Mary Alice into the family shouldn’t mean she was getting kicked out. Family wasn’t a zero sum institution, and Autumn knew the very idea of it would infuriate the entire Hamilton clan. But could she really, truly go on for the rest of her life behaving like Judd’s sister? Treating Mary Alice like a beloved sister-in-law?
The knock on her driver’s side window made her shriek and jolt in the seat. But it was Leo, not Judd, looking through the glass. He grinned and backed up as she opened the door.
“Didn’t anybody ever tell you not to sneak up on somebody with a heart condition?” she demanded.
“Sorry. You looked about a million miles away.”
She wished she was.
As she slid out of the car, he looked her up and down. “Wow, you look great. Hot date?”
“No. Just felt like dressing up a little today.”
She’d taken Riley and Livia’s advice, managing to erase all signs of her crying jag. Under any other circumstances, she’d feel great about the new jeans she was wearing, since she knew they did great things for her ass. The sleek, sleeveless sweater she’d been saving for her campaign to impress Judd had a scooped neckline that displayed other assets, and bitch boots were usually always a confidence boosting accessory. But it didn’t really feel like the armor it was intended to be. Instead, it felt petty, like she was trying to upstage the prospective bride-to-be. Which, okay, was part of the point, but that wasn’t who she was. She’d never used her friendship with Judd to undermine his relationships. He’d seen her at her best and worst for twenty-five years. One kick ass outfit wasn’t going to change anything.
They started up the front walk. “So, any notion what the family meeting is about?”
“I have an idea.” There was no keeping the grim tone out of her voice.
Leo’s amusement faded and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders, reminding her that her “little brother” wasn’t so little anymore. At twenty-six, he and his twin were lankier versions of Judd. And because no one but Judd was blind to the truth, Leo knew what she was afraid of. Before he had a chance to ask for more details, the door swung open and Patty was pulling her into the house.
“Well don’t you look cute tonight. Have you eaten? We’ve got leftover pot roast from dinner.”
“I’m fine, Patty, thanks.” No way could she actually eat anything with her stomach tied in knots.
“Go on through then. Everybody’s in the living room. I’ll be right along with the coffee.”
Autumn hung back, not wanting to see the happy couple. “Why don’t I help you with that?”
“Nonsense. I’m just waiting on the pot to finish brewing. You go ahead.”
Deprived of her last delay tactic, and not quite enough of a coward to go hide in the bathroom, Autumn followed Leo, pasting on the best impression of cheerful and relaxed she could manage so as to greet Judd and Mary Alice with a smile.
Judd wasn’t smiling when Autumn came into the living room, and Mary Alice was nowhere in sight.
But no, that wasn’t right. Surely if he was about to announce his engagement he’d actually look happy about it. Unless maybe he and Mary Alice had already had some sort of fight? What if this wasn’t the happy, planned engagement she’d imagined? What if Mary Alice was pregnant? Judd was absolutely the type who’d insist on doing “the right thing.” And he’d have no qualms about breaking the news by himself to allow her to save whatever face she could.
“Hey. Did y’all get the grant done?” Judd asked.
The question derailed her runaway thoughts. Thank God. She focused on what he’d asked instead. Grant? Oh right, the lie she’d told him this morning. “Sure did.”
Blessedly, Eli and Leo took over the burden of small talk until Patty came in and set a coffee tray on the table.
“Well son, out with it. What’s this news of yours?” Owen prompted.
Autumn tensed.
“Chief Curry had a heart attack this morning.”
Exclamations of alarm circled the room.
Well, that explained his grim demeanor. He and the chief were pretty tight. Judd thought the world of him. But…why would he start there?
“He’s okay, but he won’t be working again. I was sworn in as interim Chief of Police this morning.”
A job? Was this whole family meeting really all about a job?
“Interim?” Patty asked.
“It’s not how the City Council wanted to do things. Basically, I’m on a probationary period until they decide whether I’ll keep the job permanently.”
He was going to hate it. The politics, dealing with the department budget, and all the other things that went along with being Chief that weren’t the actual police work he loved. But Autumn voiced none of those concerns. He’d been dead set on this path for the last few years, and he’d have to figure that out for himself.
“Congratulations. I know you’ve been busting your ass for this,” she told him.
“It’s not how I wanted to get the position.”
Autumn wanted to smooth the furrow between his brows. But, of course, she stayed where she was.
“Well, I hate it for Robert, but I’d say this calls for something stronger than coffee. I’ll go dig out the champagne!”
“Mom, wait. There’s something else.”
Patty hesitated, an expectant look on her face.
“I need to talk to Autumn first. Privately.”
There was absolutely no way she could keep up this facade that everything was fine if he got her alone. She needed the burden of keeping up the mask in front of all of them.
“I don’t see why you can’t just tell everyone at once,” she said, aiming for breezy and falling a few steps above wheezy.
Judd frowned, then crossed the room to Autumn and took her hand.
No. Oh, no. He’d gotten the job he was gunning for and now he planned to move on with the rest of his life. Was he really going to announce his engagement like this? Holding her hand for some kind of moral support? Did he know how she felt after all? Know that this was going to crush her to bits?
She braced herself, wondering how he’d say it. Mary Alice and I are getting married. I’ve asked Mary Alice to be my wife and she said yes. We want you to be godmother to our future children.
“Jebediah’s being released from prison.”
Autumn blinked, her brain still caught up on the imaginary godchildren she didn’t have. “What?”
“The Parole Board met and approved his release. They called Chief Curry this morning, just before his heart attack. He gets out in three days.”
Autumn jerked her hand free to cover her mouth, as if that would stop the scream welling up inside her. It couldn’t be true. They’d delivered their victim impact statements two months ago, like they did every year. The Parole Board couldn’t just change their minds. Not on something like this.
Except they had. She could see the truth of it in Judd’s expression.
Autumn couldn’t breathe. Blindly, she reached out for something to hang on to as her world tipped hopelessly out of balance. And Judd was there, as he was always there.
“Breathe,” he ordered.
“I can’t…I can’t…” A mountain sat on her chest. Dimly, she knew her blood pressure had sky-rocketed and she had to get it down, but she couldn’t think past the panic. Because her own personal boogeyman was being released from Hell.
Judd pressed her hand over his heart so she could feel the beat of it, strong and steady. Not out of control like hers. His other hand slid beneath her hair to cup her nape, tipping her face to his. “Look at me. Match your breath to mine. C’mon now. In and out.”
Her vision was starting to gray at the edges, but she focused on the feel of his hands, warm and solid. An anchor in a world gone mad. His eyes filled her vision, a deep cerulean blue, shot through with streaks of silver in a burst around the iris. The broad chest beneath her palm rose and fell with careful, modulated breaths. Something loosened in her rib cage. On his next inhale, she took a ragged breath of her own.
“Good girl. In and out.”
The mind-numbing panic began to recede and, with it, what strength was left in her legs. Autumn crumpled into him, closing her eyes as his arms locked around her.
“Why couldn’t he be dead?” she whispered.
“We’re not that lucky, I guess.”
“This is crazy,” Patty burst out. “How could they possibly let him out after what he did?”
“I don’t have all the details yet. Robert had his heart attack when they called. By the time I found out about it, it was after business hours. I’ll call in the morning to get the full details,” Judd said.
“I can’t face him,” Autumn rasped.
“You won’t have to.” He tightened his hold on her. “He won’t get near you. I’ll make sure of it.”
“We all will,” Eli growled.
He and Leo closed in, a matched pair of willing guard dogs. They almost made her smile. Almost.
The feel of Judd’s heartbeat soothed her. Proof of life and survival. She’d do anything to ensure he stayed that way.
“It’s a small town, Judd. If he comes back, I’m bound to run into him eventually.”
“My town, my rules. Whatever can be done, I’ll do it.”
Another truth sank in as she looked up at him. “This is why you went for Chief. Because you knew this was coming.”
He didn’t even try to deny it. “Am I supposed to apologize for that? I’ve been expecting this for a while. The Parole Board was divided at his hearing last year. He’s been a model prisoner. I knew it was only a matter of time, so I’ve been taking steps.”
She pulled away to pace. “I don’t even know what to say to that.” How could he do this for her and be with someone else?
Did Mary Alice know about any of this? This was the ugly truth of Autumn’s life. Being with Judd, it would eventually touch Mary Alice, too. No matter how much Autumn hated that he was with her, the woman didn’t deserve this.
“You can say anything you like about it. It’s done.”
But it couldn’t be done. She wouldn’t let the cancer of her past keep spreading. The answer to this entire horrible situation was staring her in the face. She just had to be brave enough to actually do it.
Anything to keep him safe.
Autumn turned. “I already know how to deal with this, Judd.”
“Good. I’m glad we’re in agreement,” he said.
“I’m leaving Wishful.”
“You’re moving in with me.”
Their words overlapped, and she saw the moment hers registered. He physically flinched back, as if her statement had slammed into him like her father’s bullet. The sight of that look on his face again had her stomach pitching.
“No!”
“Judd—”
“Move back in with us,” Owen urged.
Autumn appreciated the offer of an escape from close quarters with Judd. “I won’t put you and Patty at risk.”
Judd grabbed her by the shoulders. “You can’t just run. There’s no need for that. I can keep you safe. I will keep you safe.”
Gently, because she recognized that, for once, he was the fragile one, Autumn pushed away. “This isn’t about my father.”
“Then what the hell is it about?”
Finding a life without you. Maybe Judd hadn’t proposed to Mary Alice yet, but he would. And Autumn didn’t want to be around for that. But she wasn’t about to admit that.
“My job’s been in the toilet for over a year. It’s just time.” And as she faced him in the house where they’d shared so many memories, inspiration struck. “I tried to tell you this morning.”
His face went gray. “This. This is what you were going to tell me?”
She wanted to take it back, to do anything to erase that look of utter betrayal. But there was no way out of this situation without hurting them both. Miserable, she just nodded.
His hands curled to fists and a muscle twitched in his jaw as he tried to hold on to his temper. “Where will you go? What will you do? Do you already have a job lined up?”
The answer to that was easier than it might’ve been. “My mother’s in Denver.”
Judd stared. “Your mother? When did you find her?”
And the shocks were just gonna keep on coming. “I’ve always known where she was.”
“Why didn’t you say anything?” Patty asked softly.
“At first it was to protect her. Until the trial was done, I didn’t want to risk that he’d be set free and go after her. And then…I was afraid you’d send me away.”
“Oh honey.” Autumn heard the tears in Patty’s voice. “We’d never have sent you away. Not then and not now.”
She knew that. Knew that this family was so much more hers than the one she had by blood. And she’d do anything to protect them. “You’re not sending me away. I’m choosing.”
“How can you possibly go to her?” Judd demanded. “She left you.”  
She’d let him think it all these years because it was easier than the truth. “No, she didn’t.  We were both supposed to leave that day.”
“What?”
“She had a plan to get us away from Wishful, away from my father.” But going meant walking away from Judd. No goodbye, no contact. She’d been more afraid of a life without him than she’d been of her father. “I made a choice.  I chose you.  And because I did, you nearly died.  I won’t do that again. I won’t use you as my shield.”  
“Fuck that.  I’m not some untrained kid anymore.”  
“It doesn’t matter.  If I stay, it paints a target on your back because you’ll be my shield.  You will stand between him and me because it’s what you do, it’s who you are.  You’ve been my protector since that playground in first grade.”  Autumn reached out, unerringly laying her hand over the scar on his chest she could find blindfolded and in the dark. The phantom taste of his blood coated the back of her throat and with it, shades of the abject terror that had haunted her for fourteen years. Ruthlessly, she fought it back.  “Less than a centimeter, Judd.  I won’t go through that again.  I can’t.”  She stepped back.  “You’re Chief of Police now.  You’ve got more than me to worry about.”



CHAPTER 4
J UDD HADN’T SLEPT FOR shit. Too many bombs had been dropped yesterday. He had a feeling they’d be dealing with the fallout for a long time to come.
But life wasn’t going to slow down and give him a chance to adjust to the fact that his whole world had irrevocably shifted on its axis. Jebediah was still being released in forty-eight hours. On a medical release, as it turned out. After all this time, the son of a bitch really was dying. Judd wondered how fast. Either way, formalities had to be observed. So here he was in Lawley for a meeting with the Wachoxee County Sheriff and Jebediah’s parole officer, going over the particulars. If he was lucky, he might have time to swing by and see his grandparents on the way home. Maybe Nanna could come up with a way to convince Autumn to stay.
Bill Riggs, a balding man with just a bit of a paunch straining the buttons of his uniform, leaned back in the chair behind his big metal desk. The surface was littered with stacks of files, proving that he was still very much active in his department. “I know this is an unusual situation, what with your personal involvement, but trust that we’ve got your back on this.”
Judd hadn’t expected anything less, but having the sentiment confirmed made him feel an iota better. “I appreciate that, Sheriff.”
“Oh now, none of that. You’re Chief of Police now. Call me Bill.”
Judd nodded. “Thanks. I feel better knowing you were here when all this went down the first time. You know what we’re dealing with.”
“Ugly business,” Riggs agreed.
In the other guest chair, Tyrell Weller, Jebediah’s parole officer, leaned forward. “How’s his daughter taking it? I assume she’s been notified.”
Judd couldn’t stop the clench of his jaw. “She’s leaving Wishful.”
“Damn.” Weller shook his head. “Shame she feels like she has to do that. But can’t blame her.”
“She’d already been making plans before this.”
“Oh, well, good timing then, I guess.”
There was nothing good about any of this.
Nobody was happy with Autumn’s decision, leastwise Autumn herself. She could say anything she wanted about the practicalities, but he knew her. She didn’t want to leave. But no amount of discussion by him or his parents would sway her. He wanted to believe she’d get past this, that she was just scared. But he couldn’t escape the fact that she’d already decided this before she even knew about Jebediah.
How could she not have told him about her mother? They’d never lied to each other.
Really? You’re going to harp on honesty?
Okay, so he’d lied to her about the one thing. But it had been for her own good, so he could continue to keep her safe. Everything he’d done had been to keep her safe.
How’s that working out for you? She’s leaving.
It was hard not to take that as a slap in the face.
And yet, what right did he have to try and keep her here? Just because he’d made her the compass of his life didn’t mean she had to do the same. He had no hold over her other than friendship. He’d made sure of that, hadn’t he?
Impatient to be finished, Judd rose. “I need to be getting back. There are a lot of details to be sorted with Robert still in the hospital.”
“Of course.” Bill rose, too. “Give him my regards. And good luck with the new position.”
“I will. Thanks.”
“It’s a real pity things worked out like this. I’d been hoping to sweet talk you into coming to join my investigative unit.”
Judd paused. “You wanted me for detective?”
“You’d make a goddamned fine one. Good instincts. That work you did on the Fornell case was top notch. Another day or two and her daddy would’ve gotten away with her.”
Instead, the girl was safely with her mother, out of state, and her father had gone to prison for kidnapping. Judd had been proud of his work on that case, proud of the outcome. It was the sort of thing that made up for all the other shit he dealt with as a cop.
“I’m just glad it turned out all right.”
“You decide you’re tired of running things, you give me a call,” Riggs told him.
“I’ll keep that in mind. Tyrell, I’m sure we’ll be in touch.”
Judd shook hands with both men and headed out.
Detective.
The idea of it circled around his brain as he climbed into his cruiser and headed toward his grandparents’ farm.
Like so many other areas of his life, Judd had become a cop to protect Autumn. Even at eighteen, he’d known Jebediah would get out someday, and he’d wanted the authority and training to do something about it when the time came. That he’d stumbled into his passion had been happy coincidence. Investigation was his favorite part of the job. It fired his mind, kept him on his toes, and, most importantly, fed his deep-seated need to put away the bad guys. The idea of doing just that for a career was beyond appealing. If things were different, he’d be all over that.
But things are different. Autumn’s leaving. Your reasons for becoming Chief aren’t valid anymore.
No. He wasn’t willing to accept that. Autumn wasn’t gone yet, and for better or worse, he was Wishful’s Chief of Police. He wouldn’t be shirking that duty.
Pop’s truck wasn’t in the drive when Judd pulled up to the house, but he could see Nanna kneeling in her vegetable patch, a broad brimmed hat shading her eyes.
She sat back on her heels as he approached. “What a lovely surprise!”
Despite his foul mood, he worked up a smile for her. “Hey beautiful.”
“Help me up. These knees are a mite creakier than they used to be.”
Judd took her extended hand and pulled her to her feet and on into a tight hug.
She gave him a solid squeeze. “You want to talk. Come on and let’s get some tea.”
Because the morning hadn’t yet warmed up past comfortable, they settled on the back porch with tall glasses of sweet tea.
“Your mama called.”
“She told you then.”
“About Jebediah. About Autumn leaving,” Nanna said.
Well, that saved him some time. “She can’t leave.”
“You don’t want her to leave,” she corrected.
To his mind, it was the same thing. Judd rolled the cold glass between his palms. “She doesn’t want to leave either. I know she doesn’t. She just doesn’t think she has a choice.”
Nanna pinned him with a gimlet stare. “So give her a choice.”
His heart began to pound. The same thought had been circling beneath the surface of his brain just waiting to rise to consciousness. He didn’t know if he was strong enough to lock it away again.
“It’s not that simple.”
“Sure it is. You have the power to make her stay. You always have.”
Autumn’s voice echoed in his head, cutting him to the quick yet again.
I made a choice. I chose you.
She’d chosen him and because she had, she’d been home that day when Jebediah discovered his wife had left him. She’d been home to be a target for his rage. Jebediah had taken one look at the two of them together and seen nothing innocent. An hour later and he might’ve been right. They’d been on the cusp of changing everything.
Instead, it had ended in blood.
Judd had known then that he could never risk being with Autumn. He could never risk it not working out and leaving her unprotected. That was more important now than ever. His memories of that day were the only thing he’d ever lied to Autumn about.
“We’re her family. How can she walk away from that?”
“Maybe because it hurts her too much to stay.”
Judd dropped his gaze to his tea.
“Did you really think she’d forever be okay watching you with somebody else?”
Maybe he had thought that, at one time. He’d thought they could stay the friends they’d always been and develop relationships with other people. He’d wanted her to have some normal. She deserved someone who’d love and adore her, who’d put her first. He’d thought that if he led by example, thrown himself into other relationships, that she’d feel comfortable enough to do the same. And he’d thought maybe, eventually, he’d find a woman who’d fill that void for him, make him truly feel, deep down, that he’d done the right thing. Autumn had always been supportive of his relationships, and it’d taken a while for him to realize she’d stopped trying to find one herself. The small, selfish part of him had been glad of that, and he knew that made him a right bastard.
“You’re not pulling any punches today.”
“You don’t come to me for coddling, sweetheart. You come to me for sense. You’re a good man, Judd. I know you want to do the best for everybody, and you don’t want anybody to get hurt. But I think maybe it’s time you considered that Autumn has the right idea in running away from home.”
“Running doesn’t solve anything,” he insisted.
Nanna tipped back the last of her tea. “Might if you ran with her.” With that parting shot, she rose. “It was good to see you, baby. Give everybody my love.”
    
The day her father got out of prison, Autumn gave serious thought to hiding out in her house. She hadn’t seen anything in the news about Jebediah, but it was only a matter of time before the media caught wind of his release and the vultures descended again. He’d find her, like a scavenger stalking carrion birds to find an easy meal. And then…she didn’t want to think about what he’d do. Judd had told her about the medical release, but no matter what Jebediah had, he was too goddamned mean to just conveniently keel over and stop being a problem. In the end, she went to work because the impulse to hide smacked too much of the scared little girl she’d been, and she’d worked far too hard to overcome those early years to go back there now.
But as she went through the soothing, methodical process of reshelving books, she was starting to reconsider.
“Who’s the author again?”
“Rumor Fairchild. I’m telling you, you’ve got to read them. They’re outstanding.”
Twin spurts of excitement and paranoia shot through her at the sound of her pen name. Dear God. Someone local had read them. She resisted the urge to peer around the shelf to see who.
“Romantic suspense, you said?”
“Yeah. They’re, like, Nora Roberts meets five alarm erotic romance. I tell you, that Cooper about made my panties burst into flame.”
Dear God. Someone local had read them.
A decided sense of dread settled in Autumn’s gut. She’d changed the names and settings and masked the obvious similarities to reality, but there was so much of her in there. So much of Judd and the rest of Wishful. What if people recognized them? What the hell had she been thinking, putting her most prurient fantasies out there for public consumption?
“You look like you swallowed bad sushi.”
Autumn jolted, the book in her hand flying up as she spun toward Judd. “God!”
Of course, he just reached out and snagged it, one brow lifting.
Had she shrieked? A quick glance around said yes as she noted several pairs of eyes aimed in their direction. Consciously lowering her voice, she glared at him. “What is the matter with you? You know not to sneak up on me!”
Judd handed the book back and stepped close enough to run a hand down her arm. “Sorry. I thought you saw me coming.”
Since when had she ever seen him coming?
“Why are you even here today?” he asked.
“Where else would I be? I’m not going to hide from him.” Not anymore.
“But you have no problem running.”
Oh, so they were still in this fight? Autumn hadn’t been sure. Judd had been largely MIA the last couple of days as he leapt feet first into his new job as Chief of Police. She wasn’t sure how much of that was him taking time to cool off and how much was legitimately being busy. Seeing him now, the strain of little sleep etched on his face, she felt guilty for being the cause of any of that.
She shoved the book onto the correct shelf. “I told you this has nothing to do with him.”
“You really expect me to believe that?”
“What do you want me to say, Judd? That I hate this? I do. That I don’t want to go? I don’t. But look around. My reasons for staying have been dwindling. I have to be able to support myself.”
“There are other jobs. And there’s bound to be something closer than Colorado.”
Undoubtedly that was true. She hadn’t actually looked yet. But if she was really going through with this, having a complete, fresh start seemed the only way to go.
“I’m not a hundred percent set on Denver. I just feel the need to try and reconcile with my mother.”
“She left you,” he said again. “Whether you were supposed to go or not, she didn’t ever come back for you after he was put away. She could have and she didn’t.”
“She couldn’t come back here. I lived through all of it with her, so I completely understand the memories this place holds for her. I could’ve gone to her at any point, and I chose not to. Because I had you and I had your family. I survived because that. She never had that kind of support.”
“And yet you’re going to just walk away from yours?”
Temper leapt like a caged beast. How dare he act like this was some thoughtless, casual decision. Did he not understand how codependent and dysfunctional their relationship was for two people who weren’t romantically entangled? No, of course he didn’t. He’d spent his life putting her first in every way but the one she wanted most. She couldn’t live like that anymore.
But neither could she hurt him with the truth.
“I don’t make this decision lightly.” I don’t walk away from you lightly. She wasn’t a hundred percent certain she could walk away from him at all. But she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he’d never be the one to walk away from her, so she had to be strong enough for them both.
She turned away, heading for the reference desk and hoping to put an end to this discussion. Her steps faltered as she saw Mark patiently waiting.
Crap. Caught between a rock and an awkward place.
Before she could decide whether to try and hide, Mark turned and saw her. He shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose and grinned broadly, offering a little wave.
Straightening her shoulders, Autumn went to do her librarian duty. “Hi Mark. Here for those interlibrary loan books?”
“Partly.” He slung his omnipresent messenger bag and a small camera bag on the counter.
Her gaze drawn to the latter, she asked, “Picking up a new interest in photography?”
“Oh, it’s not new. I like taking pictures of historic sites and the like. Just got an upgraded model, so I’ve been testing it out.”
“Cool.” She moved to the shelf of interlibrary loan books and pulled the ones labeled with Mark’s name. Aware of Judd propping himself on one elbow on the side counter, Autumn kept her attention on her patron. “You said there was something else I could help you with? More of your genealogy research?”
“Dinner,” he said.
Was he looking for cookbook recs? “Beg your pardon?”
“I came to ask you out for dinner.”
Well, crap, she’d just walked right into that one.
For about half a second she considered it. He was sweet, if a little nervous, and certainly intelligent, and she did want to move on. But in no universe was he ever going to compete with Judd. No one was ever going to compete with Judd. Which left her with finding some way to gently reject Mark without embarrassing him.
“What she’s trying to find a way to tell you, Mark, old buddy, is that she’s fixin’ to be moving.”
Autumn resisted the urge to slap Judd upside the back of his head.
Mark blinked owlishly. “Moving?”
Judd just fixed that implacable cop stare on her, daring her to confirm it. He didn’t think she would.
“Not that I don’t appreciate the thought, but I’m afraid he’s right.”
“When?”
“I’m still firming up my plans.” Damn it. Now it sounded like she was just giving him the brushoff. “But with my hours having been cut at the library, I’ve been looking for a while now.”
“I see.” Mark took off his glasses and polished them with the front of his polo shirt. “Well, guess I waited too long to make my move.”
Autumn gave him a sympathetic smile. “I’m really sorry, Mark.”
“No problem. I’ll see you around as long as you’re still around, I guess. Best of luck.”
He’d already turned and walked quickly out before she realized he’d left his books.
Autumn popped Judd on the arm, which had about as much impact as a mouse kicking an elephant. “You didn’t have to be an asshole just because you’re mad at me.”
“No reason to get the guy’s hopes up if you’re really going.”
Autumn pinched the bridge of her nose and struggled for patience. She’d sprung this on him out of nowhere. He had a right to be upset.
“I don’t want to fight with you, Judd.”
“I don’t want to fight with you either.” He leaned both elbows on the counter. “Listen, why don’t we just table this for now. There are bigger things going on today. I thought tonight we could grab a pizza and have a marathon of your favorite 80s movies. Sixteen Candles. Pretty in Pink. The Breakfast Club.”
He was pissed off and hurt and still willing to watch cheesy, romantic movies with her. God, she loved him so much. “I appreciate your attempts at distraction, but I already have plans with the girls. Besides, you need to go spend some time with Mary Alice. You’ve been spending all your time with me, with your new position as Chief. Go do damage control.” Look at her being the consummate best friend.
“You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.” She forced far more certainty into her voice than she actually felt.
He stared at her for a long moment, and she recognized him wrestling with whether to say something. Evidently deciding against it, he tapped the counter. “Okay then. But I’ll call to check in later, okay? And if you see anything, hear anything, sense anything that feels off, you call me.”
“I will.”
Livia passed him as he was stalking out. She cranked her head to look over her shoulder at him as she came the rest of the way to the desk.
“What was that all about?”
“We’re in a fight,” Autumn said, which was easier than getting into the details.
“You two never fight.”
“We do. It’s just really, really rare.”
“What are you fighting about?”
“I’ll tell you about it tonight. I’ve got some prospective news.”
Livia cast a quick look around and lowered her voice. “About your dad?”
“No. Something else. We’ll talk about it later. In any event, let me just say that I’m looking forward getting together with you and Riley for Outlander tonight. I could do with some distraction.”
“You can count on us.”



CHAPTER 5
“I ’M SO GLAD WE’RE finally able to do this.” Mary Alice sank into the chair Judd pulled out for her.
“We definitely need some one-on-one time. I’m sorry I didn’t get the chance to pick you up. I had some things I needed to take care of at the station.”
“It’s fine.”
“No, it’s really not,” he said. “It’s not fair to you that I’ve been so consumed with work.”
“You’re driven. It’s one of the characteristics I admire about you. And I know your level of busy isn’t likely to change now that you’re Chief.” She accepted the menu offered by the server. “Thank you.”
“Well, that’s part of what tonight’s about. It’s true that I’ve got a lot more responsibility with the job, and you know well enough that it’s not an 8-to-5 kind of thing. But I really want to make our relationship a priority.”
She brightened at the words, and he had to give Autumn props for pushing him into doing this.
“I’d really like that, too.”
Over appetizers, Judd made an effort to prove that he could still be charming. By the entree, he remembered all the reasons he’d stayed with Mary Alice. She was sweet and funny and genuinely good. He spent so much time facing the darker side of society, being with her was like a breath of fresh air, reminding him that there were still good people in the world. By the time the waiter cleared their entrees, Judd was feeling more mellow than he had in weeks. As they waited on their shared dessert—the caramel cake The Spring House was famous for—Judd decided it was a good time to give her the gift he’d picked up.
“You’re one of the best parts of my life, you know that?”
Arching one brow, she gave a sassy smile. “Am I now?”
He reached across the table to twine his fingers with hers. “You’re really special to me.”
“You’re special to me, too, Judd.”
“There’s something I want to—well, I’m not great with words. I’ve never done this before.”
Mary Alice flexed her hand in his, her cheeks going pink, her eyes wide. “Doesn’t have to be pretty. Just say it.”
God, had he been so wrapped up in work that trying to give their relationship the priority it deserved was tantamount to announcing he thought they should use his cuffs for more than just work? The thought derailed his poorly planned speech. “How about I just show you?”
“Okay,” she breathed.
He reached into his suit pocket and brought out the long, slim jewel case, setting it in front of her. A trace of confusion flickered over her face.
“Go ahead, open it.”
She released his hand and opened the box.
Judd knew the moment she laid eyes on the thing that Mitch had been wrong. This bracelet was absolutely not going to get him out of the doghouse. It had, in fact, maybe lodged him there more firmly. This is what he got for taking relationship advice from one of the most notorious players in Wishful. Damn it, he knew he shouldn’t be buying jewelry for a woman. He resisted the urge to squirm in his seat as she stared at the bracelet, clearly wishing it would turn into something else.
The arrival of their dessert prolonged the awkward silence as they both waited for the server to leave again.
“What’s wrong?” Judd asked.
“It’s…a bracelet.”
“Not your style? What was I thinking? You work with little kids. A bracelet would probably be in the way. I’m sorry, I’m sure I can return it.” He knew no such thing, but it seemed the thing to say.
“It’s not that.”
“What then? Wrong size?”
“No. The size is fine. I just thought…”
“What?”
“With the fancy dinner, and the talk about making our relationship a priority, and how I’m one of the best parts of your life, I just thought…”
“What?” he asked again.
She finally lifted her gaze in exasperation. “For an incredibly astute cop, you’re an amazingly dense man. I thought you were proposing.”
Judd’s mouth fell open. “I…” What the hell did he say to that? Proposing? That was the last thing he was thinking about. He wasn’t in a position to take on a wife.
“Oh my God. Why are you so surprised? We’ve been together for two years. We’re not getting any younger. It’s the natural progression of a relationship.”
“Well, I know, but I…we hadn’t even talked about…” Sweat broke out between his shoulder blades.
Mary Alice shook her head, eyes going suspiciously shiny. “I was so stupid.”
Oh shit. Oh no. Don’t cry. “No. No you weren’t.” It was his instinct to comfort, even when he didn’t entirely know what to say.
“They warned me you’d never actually commit. That no one else would ever come first for you.”
“Who? What are you talking about?”
“You’re a serial monogamist, Judd. But you’re a commitmentphobe.”
Embarrassment slid into defensiveness. He knew how to commit. “How is that even a thing?”
“You’ll go so far. No further. Because there’s always Autumn.”
“She’s my best friend. That’s it.”
“Is it? Is it really? Is it normal to drop everything for your best friend, no matter what’s going on or who you’re with?”
“Her father’s getting out of prison. She needed support.” No way could Mary Alice understand how much. She, with her upper middle class upbringing so much like his, couldn’t possibly fathom the hell Autumn had lived through, never knowing what to expect, never knowing what Jebediah’s God would tell him to do next.
Mary Alice waved her hand, like that was nothing. “And that’s awful—for both of you. I get that.”
No, she really didn’t. But Judd hadn’t invited her to the family meeting the other night because he hadn’t wanted this to touch her any more than it had to. Maybe it had been a mistake to try to shield her. Maybe he should’ve let her see.
She rolled on. “But if it isn’t that, it would be something else. You always, always choose her.”
“It’s not about choosing,” he bit out.
At the edge of the table, his phone began to vibrate. Of course, it was Autumn. Because why shouldn’t Mary Alice have more ammunition for this conversation? Judd reached for it automatically, but she laid her hand over his.
“Whatever it is, let someone else handle it for once.”
Under other circumstances, maybe he could’ve done it. But with Jebediah a free man, there was no way he could just let her go to voicemail. With an apologetic wince at Mary Alice, he slid the phone free.
“Hey Autumn. What’s up?”
Her hysteria practically reached through the phone to grab him by the throat.
He shoved back his own panic. “Wait, wait, what? Slow down. Tell me what’s wrong.”
Through another hiccuping sort of sob she managed to force out, “My house is on fire!”
A thousand scenarios, each one worst than the last, unfolded in his brain. And he wasn’t there.
“Jesus Christ. Are you all right? Where are you? Are you outside? Have you called 911?”
“The fire department is on the way. I wasn’t inside. Riley and I just got home and found it like this. It’s my side. She managed to get into her unit to get Valium.””
“Both of you stay back. Lock yourselves in a vehicle until somebody gets there. Have Riley call Liam.” Riley’s ex-Marine fiancé would keep them both safe.
“He’s on his way.”
“So am I. Just hang tight.” He’d hung up the phone and shoved back from the table before he looked at Mary Alice.
She shook her head, her pretty face a mask of regret. “I can’t live like this anymore, Judd. I can’t play second fiddle. Just go.”
Miserable, hating that he’d hurt her, Judd stood, pulling several bills out of his wallet to cover the check. “I’m so sorry.”
“So am I.”
Then he bolted without looking back.
    
Lock yourselves in a vehicle. Judd’s order ricocheted through Autumn’s brain. He didn’t think this was an accident.
Fresh terror had her dragging Riley and the cat back toward the car, searching the darkness for shadows that didn’t belong. Was he out there, watching her as her life burned? Had he spent the last fourteen years planning this in revenge?
“The fire department is on its way and Liam’s coming.”
“Get in the car, Riley.”
“But why?”
Because it would at least provide some modicum of cover if her father was lying in wait to snipe them. But she didn’t want to infect her friend with the fear running rampant in her blood. “Judd said so.”
They climbed back into Riley’s sedan and backed up to make room for the firetrucks that were en route. Then they sat, saying nothing. Riley watched the fire spread, Valium clinging to her like a yowling burr. Autumn looked everywhere else, trying to find the thing that was out of place. But she saw nothing. No threat, save the fire itself. Panic began to ebb, replaced with helpless rage.
Everything she’d worked for, everything she’d built was inside that duplex apartment. This would ruin her. One of the first things to go when her hours got cut had been renter’s insurance. Her paltry savings would barely be enough to replace the bare essentials. But nothing could replace the memories turned to cinder and ash. The photographs, the lifelong collection of notes from Judd, the mementos and trinkets. All gone.
Worse, this didn’t just impact her. Riley had been through so much last year when the pharmacy flooded. The financial burden had nearly crippled her. Now, to have her home destroyed, too…
Autumn wanted to crumple and weep. But she refused to give him the satisfaction. If he’d been foolish enough to make this declaration of war, there’d be proof. Judd would find it. And Jebediah would be put away again.
Sirens sounded in the distance as a vintage Mustang tore into the drive. Liam leapt out of the car, and Riley scrambled out, flying into his arms. The sight of those strong arms closing around her, the instant, unwavering support made Autumn’s throat ache. She wanted that with Judd. In truth, she had it. But he’d only go so far and no further. For tonight, she’d have to make do with scraps.
By the time Judd made it, Wishful’s finest were working to salvage Riley’s side of the duplex. Autumn knew without being told that her own was a total loss. She couldn’t think about that yet. Couldn’t face the overwhelming task of recovering from this disaster. So she focused on the fury, using it to straighten her spine and hang on to the last vestiges of control as she climbed out of the car.
“Autumn!” Judd caught her up, wrapping her tight in his embrace. And for that moment, she didn’t care that he belonged to someone else; she didn’t care that this could never be more than it was, because with his body pressed to hers, she felt safe for the first time since this ordeal began. He was her shelter, always.
Cursing her weakness, she clung to him and broke.
Judd held her as she wept, pouring out all the grief, all the fear, as the firemen fought to salvage what they could. A second engine arrived, one of the volunteer departments lending their backs to the cause. Judd shifted to block her view of the house. Not that it mattered. She already knew it was lost. But his hold on her never slackened, even as his own men arrived and took orders to begin a search of the surrounding area.
At last the fire was reduced to sodden, smoking coals. Autumn had run out of tears and she felt as hollowed out as the as the half of the duplex that had been her home. Riley’s side still stood, more or less intact. There’d be smoke and water damage, but maybe she wouldn’t lose everything. Autumn couldn’t bear the idea that more of her friends were collateral damage to her father’s hatred.
“I’m taking Riley back to my place. She’s wiped out, and there’s nothing else we can do here,” Liam said.
“I’ll let you know when it’s clear to enter the structure again so she can assess damages and see what can be salvaged,” Judd promised.
If there’d been a drop of moisture left in Autumn’s body, she might’ve started crying again. “I’m so sorry, Riley.”
Riley gave her a tight squeeze. “Honey, it’s not your fault. And I’ve got renter’s insurance. After what happened with the pharmacy, I’ve learned to be prepared. I’m safe. Valium’s safe. That’s the important thing. It’ll be fine.”
Autumn wished she could believe that.
Liam’s car inched through the crowd of vehicles, as the volunteer firemen began coiling up hoses.
“They’ll start winding things up here shortly. Things will have to cool more before the fire marshal can do his thing to determine the cause of the blaze. You’ll come home with me.” It wasn’t a question.
Since she had nowhere else to go, Autumn didn’t argue. There was nowhere else she’d rather be anyway. She nodded, rubbing at eyes gritty from crying and smoke. For the first time, she focused on what Judd was wearing.
“You’re wearing your date suit.”
He glanced down and shrugged.
“I pulled you away from time with Mary Alice. Of course I did. I’m the one who told you to go do damage control in the first place.” She scrubbed both hands over her face. “God, what must she think of me?”
“It doesn’t matter. I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be right now. You’re not in this alone.”
But she’d just gotten a stark reminder of the status quo, so when he reached for her again, she just shook her head. No matter how much she wanted to lean on him, she had to learn to stand on her own two feet.
Darius Greeley strode up.
“Report,” Judd ordered.
“Nothing yet. We’ve combed a mile in all directions. But we don’t have the manpower to do a tight grid. Could be we’ll find something once it’s daylight.”
“See that it’s done.”
“Yes, sir.” He shifted a sympathetic gaze to Autumn. “If there’s anything to find, we’ll find it.”
“Thank you, Darius.”
As he strode away to confer with the rest of his team, one of the firemen approached. Beneath the soot and sweat, Autumn recognized Ben Rawlings. The set of his mouth was grim.
“Real sorry about all this, Autumn.”
“Thanks.”
“Any idea when the fire marshal will be here?” Judd asked.
“Early morning, I expect. It won’t be cool enough to properly investigate until then. But I can already tell you it was arson. Clear signs of accelerant. And it looked like the whole place had been tossed.”
Autumn’s blood ran cold. “Judd, has someone checked your house?”
He stroked a hand down her back. “I sent a patrol. It’s fine.”
Ben studied them. “Neither of you seems surprised. You have an idea who might do this to you?”
“Yeah.” Judd’s expression was grim. “Look, Autumn’s about dead on her feet. I’m gonna take her home. Have the fire marshal call me as soon as he hits the scene. I want this investigation opened as quickly as possible so we can catch this son of a bitch.”
“You got it, Chief.”



CHAPTER 6
A UTUMN SAID NOTHING AS Judd ushered her into his house. Boudreaux barked and jumped with joy that his favorite human had come to visit. At her absent pat, he began to whine and pace. The shock was setting in and, with it, a healthy dose of fear that made Judd want to slam his fist through a wall. The son of a bitch had fucked with the wrong man. He’d find Jebediah and put him away for good this time.
He opened his mouth to say he’d take her bag upstairs. But, of course, she had no bag. Because she’d just lost everything she owned. A fresh wave of rage washed through him.
“Why don’t you get a shower, wash off the smoke?” he suggested. “I’ll round up something for you to sleep in.”
Autumn just nodded and went upstairs, Boudreaux on her heels.
With nowhere to redirect his fury, Judd scrubbed both hands over his face. His team had found nothing on their search. They’d be out again at first light. Any evidence from the fire itself would come from the fire marshal, and he’d proceed with the investigation from there. Tyrell Weller was already trying to track down Jebediah, who hadn’t yet checked in. He’d be a fucking idiot if he checked in after this, so, chances were, they’d be orchestrating a man hunt tomorrow. Autumn shouldn’t be left alone while he dealt with that. The whole family had been notified and were ready to circle the wagons.
He heard the shower cut on.
Tomorrow. All the rest of this would have to wait until tomorrow.
Grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge, he trudged up the stairs, pulling out his phone as he went.
He found a text from Mary Alice.
Is Autumn okay? I heard about the fire.
He’d walked out on her, all but thrown her ultimatum in her face, and she was still checking up on the woman she saw as competition. Because Mary Alice Reed was, down to the bone, a good woman. And he’d been an asshole. Not that he wouldn’t do it again under the circumstances, but he owed her an apology.
It was way past a decent hour to call, so he shrugged out of his suit jacket and thumbed back a reply. Physically, yes. But she lost everything.
An answer came almost immediately. God, I’m so sorry.
So she was still up. Judd didn’t hesitate before making the call. As soon as she picked up he said, “I’m the one who’s sorry. I shouldn’t have walked out on you like that.”
Mary Alice sighed. “Your friend was in trouble. You kind of rock the white knight routine, Judd. It’s part of the appeal. If you’d stayed, you wouldn’t be the man I fell in love with.”
Judd winced.
Before he could figure out what to say, she continued. “How’s Autumn?”
“In shock. Once that wears off—well, she’s got a tough road ahead.”
“She’s staying with you.” It wasn’t a question.
“Yeah. Safer here.” As he said it, he keyed in the code to set the alarm.
Her silence spoke volumes.
“Look, you weren’t wrong about anything you said. I’ve been a shitty boyfriend, especially the last several months. There were reasons, but none of them were fair to you. I’m sorry for that. I honestly never intended to hurt you.”
“I know. And I get it. Autumn will always come first for you. I guess I’ve known it for a while now. After what the two of you went through together, that’s really not surprising. You are such a good man, Judd, and I wanted you to be the right one for me. But I deserve more than good intentions, and at the end of the day, that’s all you really have to give.”
The accusation, delivered in her soft, kind voice, hit him low in the gut, like a punch slipping under his guard. Had all his girlfriends felt like this? Had he really done this to all of them?
“So…that’s really it, then.”
“Yeah, I think it’s for the best.”
What more was there to say? “Well, good night, then.”
“Good night. And Judd? I really am sorry this happened to Autumn. She didn’t deserve this kind of bad luck.”
He didn’t bother to mention that it had nothing to do with luck. “I’ll let her know.”
After he hung up, he sat on the edge of his bed, waiting for some sense of devastation or anger that his girlfriend of two years had truly dumped his ass. But he felt only remorse for not having treated her better. She was right. She did deserve more than he had to give.
The shower down the hall cut off. The sound spurred him into motion. He still needed to find Autumn something to sleep in. Disappearing into the closet, he snagged one of his soft chambray button downs. She tended toward cold, so the long sleeves ought to suit her until they could pick up something more suitable.
When he came back out, she was standing just inside the bedroom door, wrapped in a towel, her hair slicked back. And it didn’t matter that her eyes were bloodshot or that the skin beneath them was bruised. His mouth went bone dry at the sight of all that creamy skin.
Say something, asshole.
He dropped his gaze to the floor. “I’m sorry, I meant to get something before you got finished, but I got caught on the phone.”
“Not like it’s anything you haven’t seen before.”
But it’d been more than a decade since he’d seen this much bare skin outside the context of swimming. And then they’d been under his parents’ roof.
She crossed the room and plucked the shirt from his numb fingers. “Close your eyes.”
He obediently slammed them shut, turning around for good measure. He heard the towel drop and couldn’t stop his mind from painting a picture of her, still rosy from the shower, sliding into his shirt. His hands itched to touch and he went hard.
No fucking way.
“All done. Which room am I in?”
He almost said, Mine. Because once upon a time, it wouldn’t have been a question. But a lot of years had passed since then. Things weren’t simple.
Readjusting his pants, he turned back around, keeping his gaze firmly fixed on her face, though he could tell well enough that the shirt hit her mid-thigh. “The blue one.” He’d earmarked that one for her when he’d bought the house, because including her in long-term plans was simply instinctive, no matter how irrational.
He handed over the bottle of water and some headache medicine. “You’ll want to drink that down before you go to sleep.”
She took them without argument, following him to the room next door.
Judd turned back the covers. “I got some of those foam pillows you like. You want an extra blanket?”
She crawled in the other side. “No.” He wanted to stroke the lines of tension away.
“Are you gonna be okay in here by yourself?”
She rolled over, giving him her back, saying something that sounded an awful lot like, “I don’t have a choice.”
Boudreaux leapt onto the bed, curling up in the crook of her legs.
Judd pressed a hand to the bed but didn’t touch her. He didn’t know the right thing to do and that left him uneasy. Moving across to the dresser, he opened the top drawer and pulled out a night light. He didn’t know if she still used one or not. When she’d been a child, her father’s most frequent punishment that didn’t involve a beating was to lock her in the shed. She’d been terrified of the dark. He didn’t want to leave her in it now. Plugging it in, he straightened.
“Thank you,” she said softly, eyes fixed on the light.
At least he’d done something right. “I’ll be just next door if you need anything.”
“Night, Judd.”
“Goodnight, Firefly.”
    
Autumn watched the clock, seeing the minutes tick slowly away, and with it, her chance for escape. There was no way she’d make the meeting point now. Mama would go without her. She’d made that perfectly clear when they went over the plan. If Autumn didn’t come, Mama couldn’t afford to wait. She was leaving Wishful today, come hell or high water, to start a new life far away from Daddy and his rage.
Maybe, if it had been a normal day, Autumn would’ve gone with her. But Judd had asked to meet her after school to talk. He’d been so serious and nervous. Judd was never nervous. And she knew they were finally going to talk about it. How things were changing between them.
She loved him. It seemed she’d always loved him, the serious, blue-eyed boy, who’d protected her from the day they’d met. Some would say family mattered more, but Autumn had a lifetime of bruises that said otherwise. If the choice was leaving the physical pain and leaving him or staying for the chance of something better when they turned eighteen in a little over a year—well, there was no question in her mind.
Here they sat, hands clasped, on the sagging, slipcovered sofa in her living room. In and of itself, that wasn’t unusual. Judd was a touchy, affectionate sort of guy. It’d been important to him to show her that not all touch was in anger. He was one of the very few people who didn’t make her flinch at sudden movements. But his palm had never sweated holding hers before. She didn’t even mind because this was Judd, her Judd, trying to find the words. She prayed they were the ones she wanted to hear.
“What did you want to talk about?” she asked.
“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.”
“What about?” Please say us.
“You and me.”
Giddy nerves bubbled in her blood. She struggled to keep her voice normal. “Yeah?”
“We’ve been best friends since we were six.”
“And we’ll be best friends until we’re a hundred and six.” She knew this down to her very marrow.
“Absolutely.” The conviction in his voice never wavered. “But I’ve just been… Have you ever thought about us as…something else?” He lifted his gaze to hers and his eyes were so intense, they pinned her to the spot. Not that she wanted to move away from him.
“What kind of something else?” She knew what she wanted with him. Everything. But his friendship was too precious to her to risk it without being absolutely clear what he meant.
“You and me. Like, together. In a relationship.”
“More than friends?” she asked softly.
Judd hesitated, stroking a thumb over the back of her hand. Autumn felt the touch through her whole body.
“Yeah. I mean, it’s not an ultimatum or pressure or anything. And if you don’t want—”
Autumn laid her free hand over his mouth to stop the flow of words. The inadvertent press of his lips against her fingers sent a fire down her arm. “All the time,” she whispered.
“What?”
“I think about it all the time.”
His gaze sharpened. Of course, he wouldn’t be that guy who got a goofy grin at finding out they were on the same page. “Yeah?”
Autumn nodded, thinking that the time for awkward words was past. If only he’d kiss her, they could clear the rest of this up in a hurry. Or not a hurry. Not a hurry would be even better.
Judd shifted toward her on the sofa, his knee bumping into hers. Everything in her wanted to leap into his arms, close the distance between them, and finally, finally explore this heat that sparked every time he was near. But that wasn’t his way. Judd was all about the slow and careful, especially when it came to her. He treated her as someone of value. Someone he treasured. She’d never get enough of that.
He reached up, skimming a hand along her cheek. She turned into his touch, her eyes half-closing to better focus on the sensation. Slowly, his hands slid beneath the heavy fall of her hair, stroking along her nape. The whole time, his eyes stayed on hers, watching, assessing her reaction to every touch.
She’d go mad if he didn’t kiss her.
“I won’t break, Judd,” she whispered.
One corner of that serious mouth curved up. The sofa dipped between them as he leaned in.
“What the hell is going on here?”
Autumn’s eyes flew open. Crushing disappointment mixed with panic as she scrambled back from Judd. “Daddy.” How had she not heard him get home?
He stood in the doorway, a bunch of yellow tulips crushed in his hand, his eyes cold as ice as he stared at them on the sofa. “I said, what the hell is going on here?” His voice held that carefully measured tone that said he’d been drinking and was trying to hide it.
“Nothing’s going on. Nothing happened." She was stumbling over her words because she’d wanted something to happen. And in Jebediah Buchanan’s mind, thoughts were as good as deeds when it came to sins.
"I got eyes in my head to see otherwise, girl." He shifted his icy stare to Judd. "How long you been fucking my daughter?"
Temper cut through Judd’s shock, straightening his spine. "I'm not. We're not.  It's not like that! I swear."
“Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full grown gives birth to death. Get outta my house, boy.” Jebediah swung his attention back to Autumn. “Where’s your mama?”
“I don’t know.” It was the truth. She wasn’t about to say her mother was gone.
Her father moved toward the back of the house.
Judd hadn’t budged.
Autumn risked moving closer to nudge him toward the door. “You should go,” she said in a low voice.
“I’m not leaving you with him like this.”
“If you stay that’ll only make it worse.” She’d pay for her sins tonight. Jebediah would take it out of her hide. “Just go.”
She managed to herd Judd into the kitchen before he dug in his heels. “Don’t stay here. Leave with me.”
Autumn cast an agonized glance back at the living room. Her father would be coming any minute and Judd needed to be gone. “I can’t. You know I can’t.”
“Autumn—”
“Please, you need to go.”
Something crashed from the back of the house. “Sidda!” Jebediah roared.
He knew. Oh God, he knew.
“Go, go, go. Go now.” Autumn shoved at Judd, which had zero effect.
“Not without you.” He was pulling her toward the door, and it was her turn to dig in her heels.
“Bitch! Faithless whore! Painted Jezebel!”
“Come on, Autumn.”
Jebediah lurched into the kitchen, the flowers still in his hand. “Gone.” He took in Judd and Autumn, halfway out the door. “No other woman of mine’s gonna leave me.”
Autumn saw the gun as if in a dream. It rose slowly, in a perfect arc to point at her chest.
Judd swept her feet out from under her, and as she fell, time sped up again. He dove toward her father. The gun echoed like cannon-fire. Judd crashed to the floor, still managing to catch Jebediah around the ankles. Her father toppled.
Autumn scrambled to her feet, terror a live wire in her blood. Judd wasn’t moving. The tulips lay scattered around his prone body, their petals crushed, stems broken. Jebediah was trying to get up. She grabbed up her mother’s cast iron skillet and ran at him, swinging the skillet with all her might. It connected with a solid thunk, the impact reverberating up her arms. Jebediah dropped like stone.
Autumn kicked the gun away and crouched by Judd, in the spreading pool of red.
“Judd. Judd!” She rolled him over. Blood. So much blood. The shot had hit him in the right side of his chest. No exit wound, which meant the bullet was lodged inside somewhere.
He took a gurgling breath.
“Hang on. You have to hang on,” she ordered, grabbing a couple of kitchen towels and the phone from the wall.
She pressed the towels against the wound and leaned. Judd groaned.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I have to stop the bleeding.”
With one blood-smeared hand, she managed to dial 911. She didn’t understand a word the operator said, she just started speaking. “This is Autumn Buchanan at 117 Cedarwood Road. Send an ambulance and the police. He’s been shot. Oh God, he’s been shot. Please hurry.”
The operator was saying something, but she couldn’t hold the phone and keep pressure on the wound.
“Autumn,” Judd wheezed.
“I’m here.” An awful pressure was building in her chest, like a balloon being inflated in her rib cage.
“Something…something…need to…”
“Don’t talk. Save your strength. An ambulance is coming.” Please God, let it be coming.
“Tell you…”
“You tell me on the other side of this. You’re going to be okay. You’re going to be okay, goddamn it.”
But his blood continued to pulse, hot and wet through her fingers.
Autumn’s face was wet with sweat and tears. “Don’t leave me. Don’t you dare leave me, Judd Hamilton.” Her vision was going gray around the edges, and the pressure in her chest turned to pain. She had to hold on. Had to keep him from bleeding out before the paramedics arrived. In the distance, sirens wailed.
“Autumn—” His eyes closed.
“No. No. NO! Judd! Wake up. Wake up!” She risked reaching for his throat, trying to find a pulse. But there was nothing.
She was screaming now, sobbing as she knelt in his blood and watched the only good thing in her life fade away. Something in her chest burst, a brilliant fountain of pain that had her slumping over his body. Dimly, she thought she’d escaped her father anyway.
“Autumn, wake up!”
She broke from the nightmare on a gasp, as if surfacing from a deep swim. And for the first time since they were teenagers under his parents’ roof, Judd was there to pull her free of the night terrors.
“It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m here. I’m safe.” He hauled her into his lap, dragging her hand and pressing it to his chest so she could feel the thump of his heart. Not slow. Not steady. She’d scared him.
Autumn curled into him, not yet able to speak. Sweat slicked her skin and chills of old grief and terror wracked her body. The taste of his blood still coated her mouth, and her throat was raw from screaming. Boudreaux laid his head on her knee, whining. She pressed her face into the hollow of Judd’s throat, breathing him in until both their hearts began to slow. He smelled of good, clean male and sleep, that indefinable trace scent she recognized on an instinctive level, though it had been years since they’d shared a bed.
“I should’ve realized you’d have the nightmare again after tonight.”
She didn’t tell him she’d never stopped having the nightmare. It had gotten less frequent over the years, and sometimes she was able to pull herself out before getting to the end. But the only easy sleep she’d had since he’d been shot had been the year she’d spent in his arms. After she’d moved in with the Hamiltons, her night terrors had woken the entire household. Judd would comfort her, and they’d fall asleep together on the living room sofa, her hand over his heart, as it was now.
After her heart surgery, keeping her blood pressure down had been paramount. Recovery from aortic valve replacement surgery was no easy business. Eventually, he’d just spent the night in her bed. His parents and brothers knew, but no one said anything. Nothing improper had ever happened, and eventually they’d both started to heal from that horrible day.
Judd’s fingers massaged the tension in her nape and shoulders. “Okay?”
“Yeah.”
God she’d missed this. The comfort, the closeness. Having him to turn to in the night, just to touch him, to reassure herself he was alive and safe. She’d never trusted any of her handful of lovers enough to actually sleep with them.
She had no right to sleep with Judd now. He wasn’t hers. She should kick him out and just accept the fact that she’d be staring at the ceiling until dawn. But the idea of letting go of him when the scent of his blood was still fresh in her mind had her wanting to curl in and hang on tighter.
“Think you can sleep now?”
No. “Probably.”
“Okay.” He stood, her still in his arms, and strode toward the door.
“What are you doing?”
“Taking you to my bed. You need rest, and we’ll both sleep better this way.”
How many times had she dreamed of him doing this? But no, not this. Not comfort after the nightmare. He wasn’t choosing her. Not how she wanted.
She should say no. Just curl up with Boudreaux on the sofa downstairs. But she was so goddamned tired. Every inch of her felt flayed and raw, aching, and Judd was the balm. Guilt held no power over her when she was like this. So she didn’t protest. Not when he pulled back the covers and laid her in his big king-size bed. Not when he crawled in beside her, wrapping her tight in the embrace that would keep the nightmares at bay. And listening to his strong, steady heartbeat, she slid into thick, dreamless sleep.



CHAPTER 7
WISPS OF SMOKE STILL curled from the wreckage of Autumn’s apartment, as Judd stood with Fire Marshal Charlie Hammond. The acrid stench of smoke, burnt chemicals, and melted plastic hung in the air, a strange counterpoint to the bright blue morning.
“Preliminary results confirm Ben’s assessment. It’s absolutely arson. On first inspection, it seems the perp splashed gasoline all over the far wall of the structure.”
“Opposite the other side of the duplex?”
“Yeah. Origin was definitely Miss Buchanan’s side. Burn pattern suggests it started downstairs. So he came in, did whatever he was going to do, splashed gas on the wall, and lit it from the back door.”
Judd locked away the rage and tried to ignore his personal connection. He had an investigation to conduct, and he needed a cool head. “Why just the one wall?”
Charlie shrugged. “A half-assed attempt to protect the other half of the duplex? Don’t know yet.”
“Ben mentioned he thought the place had been tossed before it was lit up.”
“Less to see at this point that would verify that, but it’s common enough. Arson is often someone’s attempt to cover up a robbery.”
Autumn was a librarian. What did she have to steal? And why wouldn’t a perpetrator toss Riley’s place, too? Harder to get into somehow? No, this wasn’t a crime of convenience. Typical burglars didn’t travel with accelerants. Taking the time to light the place up added to the time for the overall job. The idea of a robbery just didn’t play for Judd. This kind of destruction felt personal and not just because that was the most obvious answer.
“What about just straight up vandalism and maliciousness?”
“Sure, sometimes. I’ll know more after I’ve been through. I’m waiting on my backup to arrive before I attempt to enter the structure.”
“I need everything you can find. I’ve got a personal stake in putting this son of a bitch away.”
“Soon as I know anything conclusive, you’ll be the first to know.”
The radio on Judd’s belt squawked. He pressed the button on the handset at his shoulder. “This is Hamilton. Go ahead.”
“Tyrell Weller is here with the suspect, Chief.”
“Copy. I’m on my way.”
“Got one on the hook already?” Charlie asked. Being out of Lawley, he didn’t know the history at play here.
“The victim’s father just got out of prison yesterday.”
Charlie whistled. “Damn. Stupid and spiteful bastard if the first thing he did was come here to torch her place.”
“She’s the one who put him away. If stupid and spiteful will get him locked away permanently, I’ll take it. Anything you can find, Charlie,” Judd called, and climbed into his cruiser as the fire marshal gave a two-fingered salute.
He checked the dash clock on the drive. Autumn and his mother were meeting Nanna in Lawley to shop for essentials. Despite the fact that he’d rather have splinters shoved under his nails, Eli was tagging along. Not that any of them really thought Jebediah would make a move on her in broad daylight, but there was safety in numbers. Even secure in the knowledge that Jebediah was presently in custody, Judd felt better knowing his brother was with them.
Autumn had been annoyed with him this morning. He’d refused to leave her alone at his place until his mother could swing by. Instead, he’d hand-delivered Autumn to his parents’ house, with firm instructions that she not be left alone. He needn’t have worried. Patty had full Mama Bear mode engaged. Autumn hadn’t raised any protests about his mother’s fussing.
Neither of them had said a word about last night—at least not the part of it spent in his bed. He’d woken first, still tangled up with her. With any of his girlfriends, he would’ve been itching to climb out of bed, get his space, get started on his day. But he didn’t move a muscle, not wanting to disturb Autumn, despite the fact that his arm and shoulder were completely numb.
He’d never been able to actually sleep with anyone but her. Maybe because he was afraid of what might come out of his mouth. He had no idea if he still talked in his sleep, but he dreamed of Autumn enough that he didn’t want to risk it. His girlfriends had been threatened enough about Autumn. He’d never wanted to try to explain how they’d shared a bed for a year. Not one of them would’ve believed it had only been platonic.
It hadn’t felt platonic this morning. It had felt like coming home.
Guilt prickled at that. Less than twenty-four hours ago, he’d been with Mary Alice. And yet, in two years together, he’d never shared this intimacy with her. He’d never been content just to watch her sleep and memorize the lines of her face.
As he pulled up to the long, low brick building that housed the Police Department, Judd locked all those thoughts away. The last thing he needed to have in his mind when going head-to-head with Jebediah Buchanan was how his daughter had looked in his bed.
Tyrell rose from his perch on the edge of Darius’s desk. “Didn’t think I’d be seeing you so soon again.”
Judd shook the other man’s hand. “Where is he?”
“In interrogation,” Darius replied.
“What’s his demeanor?” Judd asked.
“Cooperative.”
“Look, Chief, there’s something you need to know before you go in there. I know you like him for this arson, but he’s got an alibi,” Tyrell said.
Judd fixed him with an expectant stare.
“He didn’t even get into the county until this morning. Most of yesterday was spent purchasing a car. He checked into a fleabag motel in Greenwood at 5:30 yesterday and was seen eating at the truck stop across the street at 7:00.”
“Witnesses?”
“Spoke to the guy he bought the car off of. Just an ad in the paper. And there’s video footage of him at the truck stop. Time-stamped.”
“Where’d he buy the car?”
“Indianola. Another former inmate picked him up and dropped him there,” Tyrell explained.
Charlie hadn’t reported an estimated time for when the fire started but it’d been 8:00 when Autumn called him. Not enough time to set the blaze and get back to Greenwood, seventy-five miles away, to be caught on camera at 7:00. Unless Charlie found some evidence of a remote starter, Jebediah hadn’t been here.
Judd strode toward interrogation. “All that means is he wasn’t the one to directly strike the match.”
Judd had only seen Jebediah Buchanan once since the trial. Because of Autumn’s PTSD, their annual testimony to the parole board was made without his presence. But when Judd had graduated police academy, he’d made the trek to Parchman to look the bastard in the eye and make it clear that if he ever got out of the hole, Judd would be there to stop him from getting anywhere near his daughter.
That had been a brief visit. Jebediah had sat across from him in his orange prison jumpsuit, shackled to the metal table, his lean form gone mostly to fat from years of a prison diet. Judd had said his piece and waited for the pseudo-religious babble and invective. But Jebediah had said nothing, merely taking in Judd’s full police uniform before staring off into space somewhere over Judd’s left shoulder.
As he stepped into interrogation, Judd’s first thought was that this man bore no resemblance to the Jebediah he’d last seen. The full head of hair had gone to dirty gray and thinned until a speckled pate showed through. The puffy, pallid skin was shrunken now, as if he were being slowly mummified. The gnarled, knobby hands were liver spotted and curled with arthritis where they lay on table. But the eyes—the same vivid green as Autumn’s—were clear as they flicked up to meet him. Even from across the room, Judd could see the deep grooves in his face, dug from pain.
“What is it? Cancer? ALS?”
“Why do you care? It’s terminal.”
And it couldn’t have done its worst any faster?
Judd took a seat across from him, something niggling him about the other man’s appearance. “You know why you’re here?”
“Figure you’ve got to make your point and harass me now I’m on the outside.”
“That was my original plan. See, I’m Chief of Police now, and this is my town. I’m not happy you’re here, as you might expect.”
Jebediah looked neither impressed nor afraid. “The Lord says, if I confess out loud and seek forgiveness from others, then I’ll be cleansed of all unrighteousness. I just want to make things right with my daughter before I go.”
He doesn’t look crazy, Judd realized. He didn’t believe for a minute that Jebediah was actually better. That kind of delusion just didn’t up and go away, even when the alcohol dried up. But apparently, in all these years, he’d learned to hide it. Maybe that was how he’d finessed the parole board.
“Cleansed of all unrighteousness,” Judd repeated, struggling to keep the incredulity from his tone. “Well now, I guess you’re really pushing the envelope on that one, what with torching her place and wiping out all her worldly possessions. As I recall, you weren’t big on worldly possessions.”
The old Jebediah would’ve gone off on a rant about the evils of material things or some shit. This one just sat, surprise flickering over his face, along with a dawning realization that this was why he’d been dragged in. On the heels of that came the anger. “I haven’t been anywhere near Autumn, and I don’t know where she lives.”
Judd wanted to poke at that anger, add fuel to the fire to get him to incriminate himself. “Bet you could’ve found out. Maybe tagged one of your prison buddies, who already got out, to drive up here and do the job, while you were conveniently caught on camera, eating dinner, calm as you please, more than an hour away.”
“Autumn’s house burned?” Jebediah blinked in apparent confusion, understanding that this wasn’t a hypothetical question.
“Yeah. Last night. Curious thing that should happen the day you got out.”
“I had nothing to do with that.”
Like he was gonna say anything else.
“Right. And you want to make amends. With the daughter whose welfare you haven’t even asked after.”
“If she were dead or hurt, you wouldn’t be sitting calmly in that chair.”
Calm was the very last thing Judd was feeling. But he had years of experience hiding his emotions in stressful situations. He didn’t like the casual way Jebediah made the statement. As if Judd were of no concern.
Jebediah leaned forward. “You think I don’t know you want to take me apart? You’re looking for the first excuse to put me back inside. But I have news for you, Chief. I’m not going to give you the satisfaction. I was a model prisoner, and I’ll be a model parolee for as long as God allows me to grace this earth. So whatever it is you think you have on me, keep looking. There’s nothing there.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” said Judd. “Let’s talk about your day yesterday.”
    
“I really wish you had let me buy you those boots,” Patty complained as they hauled purchases in from the car.
“You’ve done plenty,” Autumn assured her. “I feel bad enough I couldn’t rein Nanna in.” As it was, Judd’s grandmother had bought her a work week’s worth of dresses, two new pair of dress shoes, and a pair of completely unnecessary but gorgeous earrings.
“That just proves you’re human.” Eli dumped his load of bags in the living room floor. “Trying to stop Nanna from doing anything she wants to do is like trying to lasso a runaway train.”
“That is the absolute truth,” Patty agreed.
Autumn looked over at her little brother, who’d let them drag him all over Lawley, for everything from clothes to underwear to toiletries, without complaint or even so much as an eyeroll. Stepping over the bags, she rose on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “Thanks for coming with us.”
Eli flashed his crooked grin, a mirror image of Leo’s. “Clearly someone had to haul all this booty.”
They’d all worked hard to pretend this was just a big shopping spree instead of the first step in Autumn starting over. She’d let them have the thin illusion because they thought it made her feel better and their support meant more than she could say. But her own mind had been occupied running numbers, sorting out how much she could afford to spend on necessities, what had to be bought now and what had to wait.
The vast majority of the clothes had come from the Goodwill and Salvation Army thrift stores, as well as a trendy little consignment shop she and Riley had found on a previous trip to Lawley. The used clothes didn’t bother Autumn. Most of her wardrobe had been secured in a similar fashion growing up, so she had ample experience with how to stretch a buck. She still wanted to make a pilgrimage to Starkville and Oxford to hit up the thrift stores there—college towns tended toward high turnover and a lot of nice brands—but she wanted to go on her own, so it’d have to wait until she got her car back. Still, the day’s haul was a good start to a long road.
“I wish we could’ve just gone straight to Judd’s to drop all this off. Then I could at least get things put away instead of taking over your living room.” And she could have some much needed alone time to have a good cry over all the things no amount of money could replace. The loss of those mementos, gifts, and memories had been hovering at the back of her mind all day, a heavy weight on her heart.
“He was clear about you not being left alone, and I’m not going to cross him on this,” Patty said.
Autumn sighed. “I know.”
Patty wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I know you’d like to get settled.”
Settled. Because she was living with Judd now. The thing she’d been trying to avoid for years because proximity made hiding her feelings all the harder. She gave brief thought to asking Patty if she could stay here. The offer hadn’t been retracted, but Autumn knew absolutely no one was willing to cross Judd on the best way to protect her. Autumn had no desire to paint targets on Patty or Owen’s backs either, so she didn’t ask. And a tiny part of her could admit that she wanted to be close to Judd, which just reinforced that she needed to get the hell out of town.
She’d email her mother tonight. Start making plans. She couldn’t go right away. Even though she’d been frugal, between all the must-haves and the new laptop, she wouldn’t be able to move now. Deposits on a new place, utilities, first and last month’s rent all added up to an out of reach total. But maybe she could get that ball rolling by planting the seed with her mother.
She needed to get her new laptop set up and finish the third book. Fans were primed for it and God knew she was going to need whatever boost in income it could provide. Thank God for cloud storage. The backup of everything ought to be on the servers, so she shouldn’t have lost anything there. Although, given the snag she’d hit with the plot a few weeks before, starting over wasn’t necessarily the worst idea.
“Can I borrow a couple of suitcases so it’s at least easier to haul in?”
“Of course. Eli, you want to grab some from the attic?”
“On it.”
As Eli disappeared down the hall, the kitchen door swung open. “Mom? Y’all back?” Leo called.
“In here!”
He came in, Boudreaux trotting at his heels. The dog broke away and came straight for Autumn, giving her a thorough sniff from breast to toe.
“Who’s a good boy?” She gave him a good rubdown. “What’s he doing with you?”
“Picked him up this morning. Judd said you were worried about leaving him alone out at the house.”
This family was just racking up the brownie points. There was a guard posted on Judd’s place, but even so, she’d been worried that someone might try the same treatment on his house. It was bad enough she’d lost all her things. If anything happened to Boudreaux…she couldn’t even think about it.
“Did you finish?” Patty asked him.
“Just. Thought I’d come straight over with it.”
“Straight over with what?” Autumn asked. Because they all had that look that said they’d been up to something.
Leo produced a thumb drive from his pocket. “Why don’t you fire up that new laptop there and see?” He picked up the box and examined it. “Nice specs.”
“If I had to get a new one, might as well upgrade to one that will last for a while.” Especially since one of her major sources of income depended upon it.
She pulled the new machine out and began the process of setting it up as Boudreaux stretched out at her feet. “Has anyone heard from Judd since this morning?”
“Not about the investigation. Just to check on you,” Eli said, returning with the suitcases.
Autumn knew he’d be bringing her father in for questioning. Whether he’d yet found enough evidence to charge him with anything was another matter. If it was there to find, she had faith Judd would find it. His entire career as a cop had proven him thorough and dogged. He always got his man.
She wished she knew what was going on.
“Okay, hand it over and let’s see what you’ve been up to.” Autumn plugged the flash drive into the side and opened the folder. The whole thing was full of JPEGs. She toggled the view to extra large thumbnails and watched her screen fill with pictures. Pictures of her and Judd. Her with the rest of their family. Going back years. Lifting a hand to cover her trembling mouth, she scrolled through, feeling her throat tighten with every row. Her history with Judd was right here. Not all of it, but a huge chunk. Even quite a few she hadn’t seen herself. All memories she thought she’d lost to the fire.
“I pulled out all the old albums before we left this morning and had Leo scan everything. I’d been meaning to have it done anyway, and I thought you’d like copies,” Patty said gently.
Autumn had to swallow several times before she could speak. “I don’t know what to say.”
“I put a call out to all your friends, too,” Leo said. “Everybody’s rounding up stuff from high school and college. I’ll put those together as they come in. And if you’ll let me know which ones you want, I’ll have prints made for you to frame.”
The tears spilled over then, cascading down her cheeks in a hot flood. She set the laptop aside and headed for Leo, who took one panicked step back before opening his arms.
“You gave me the best thing ever, so you’re going to have to deal with the ugly cry.” And it felt so good to be crying with relief instead of the tearing grief. She knew she wasn’t through with the grief yet—not by a long shot—but this gift was balm to her ravaged heart.
Oh, who was she kidding? She could never leave this family. Any of them. And it would kill her when Judd married Mary Alice.
Leo wrapped his arms around her. “Oh, well, it was no big deal. Just a few hours with a scanner.”
“It’s a huge deal to me.” She gave him a tight hug and a watery kiss on the cheek before turning to Patty. “Thank you. I can’t tell you what this means to me.”
Patty stroked her hair back. “You don’t have to, sweetheart.”
Part of her wanted to curl up in one corner of the big leather sofa and cuddle the laptop as she looked over all the pictures and lost herself in memories. Instead, she managed to pull herself together. She washed her face and set to neatly folding and consolidating her purchases into the two suitcases Eli had brought down from the attic, while her cloud drives synced to the new hard drive. The small progress left her feeling mostly human again by the time Judd showed up for dinner.
He took one look at her and crossed the room in two strides, reaching out to stroke a thumb over her cheek. “You’ve been crying.”
Everything in her wanted to lean into his touch, to recapture the intimacy of his bed this morning. But the desire was chased by a frisson of guilt. He didn’t belong to her, and she didn’t have trauma to fall back on as an excuse for infringing on Mary Alice’s territory just now. She stepped back and reached for the laptop.
“Happy tears, actually.” While the rest of the family finished prepping dinner, she showed him the collection of pictures.
“I’ve got more at the house,” he said. “I’ll dig them out for you.”
“Later. What I really want to know is what happened today.” Was her boogeyman still out there?
Judd rubbed a hand across the back of his neck and dragged it over the tension in his shoulders, something he only did when things hadn’t gone the way he wanted on a case. “I had your father brought in for questioning. He’s got a solid alibi for the time frame of the fire.”
Autumn frowned. “But how can that be?”
“Just means he didn’t physically set it. It doesn’t rule out that he had someone else do it. I’m still waiting on the fire marshal to get back to me with the evidence he collected at the scene today.”
“But you didn’t have enough to hold him,” she concluded.
“No. His parole officer is keeping him on a tight leash, while we conduct the investigation. For now, he’s staying at the Mockingbird Motel. He’s got a car. Piece of shit Taurus in maroon. Same vintage Mitch used to drive back in high school.”
That would be easy enough to look out for.
“There’s something else.” He tugged her to sit on the sofa, tangling his fingers in hers.
Autumn’s stomach knotted. “What?”
“Jebediah’s dying. Don’t know what of. Cancer probably. He looks like shit. I’m guessing he doesn’t have a whole helluva long time.”
She waited to feel…something. Any pang of sorrow. But she felt only relief. “He’s too mean to just up and die.”
“Probably. He says he wants to make amends with you.”
“Amends?” Autumn couldn’t stop her voice from shooting an octave higher in disbelief. “Is he out of his mind?”
“That was pretty much my reaction, too. But I just wanted to warn you. He’ll likely try to seek you out. I’ve already got Tucker McGee filing a restraining order, but I don’t know how much Jebediah will give a damn about that. If he’s really dying—and I’m pretty sure he’s not lying about that—he may decide whatever version of making amends is worth more than his freedom for whatever time he’s got left.”
“Supper, you two!” Patty called.
Autumn rose, disentangling their hands. “I’ll be on my guard.”
“See that you are. And I’ll see that you’ve got someone on you for the foreseeable future until we determine how much of a threat he is.”
She didn’t relish the idea of a 24/7 bodyguard. But they’d have to talk about that later. For now, there was poppyseed chicken to eat.



CHAPTER 8
“DINNER WAS GREAT, MOM. Can I help with dishes?” Judd asked.
Patty waved him off. “You get Autumn home. She’s had a long day, and I know you have, too.”
Home. Judd chose not to analyze exactly how much he liked the idea of Autumn being included in that.
“I want to swing by my place and pick up my car,” Autumn said. “I don’t like being dependent on everybody else to get around, and I’ve got at least a few things in it.”
Judd hesitated. He had multiple reasons for not wanting to head over there, not the least of which was that the sight of what was left of her duplex would probably be a serious emotional sucker punch.
“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”
“Why? Is my car considered evidence?”
“No. I’m just not sure you’re ready to go back there yet. It’s pretty rough.”
“I don’t think there is a right time to go see the burned-out shell of your home, Judd. I’d rather get it over with. Besides, I’m headed back to work tomorrow, and I want to drive myself.”
His brain was already reviewing the security of the library. It was minimal, with multiple points of access. He didn’t like it. “Should you be going back so soon?”
“Doesn’t matter. I need the hours. I can’t afford not to work as many as Mitzi will give me.”
Of course, she’d need to recoup her losses however she could. Judd understood that. But the practical side warred with the personal as he tried to find some other rational reason to say no instead of admitting the real reason he didn’t want her mobile.
His silence stretched on too long and Autumn’s eyes narrowed. “You think if I have my car, I’ll bolt.”
Sometimes Judd really hated how easily they read each other. “You were pretty hell bent on leaving, and I can’t imagine this has exactly been a motivation to stay.” She was the victim, not a material witness, so he couldn’t order her not to leave town.
Autumn took a breath, clearly trying to find the right words. “Putting aside the money, which I no longer have to put into moving, I’d never leave without saying something first. I couldn’t walk away without saying goodbye when I was seventeen, and I can’t do it now. Am I scared? Yeah. I’d be stupid not to be. And I know that right now, I’m safer with you than anywhere else. I swear I won’t do anything foolish. I just want my car.”
He hadn’t truly realized how much he’d believed she’d leave until the threat of it loosened its fist around his heart. “Alright. We’ll go pick it up.”
They loaded the suitcases with her new stuff into the trunk of the cruiser and put Boudreaux in the backseat. On the drive over to her place, he asked, “Is there anything you want me to pick up for the house? Some girl thing for the bathroom? Some particular groceries? I haven’t even looked at the fridge.” He wanted her to be comfortable. More, he wanted her to accept that it was her home now and embrace it.
“We’ll figure it out. Listen, Judd, why don’t I talk to Mary Alice and explain this. She’s bound to be uncomfortable with the idea of me living with you, even under these circumstances.”
Shit. “That’s not necessary.”
“Really. I don’t want to cause any more problems between you two.”
“You can’t.”
“I’m not trying to get all up in your business. If you think it’ll do more harm than good, I won’t talk to her.”
Judd sighed. “No, I mean you can’t cause any problems between us. We broke up.”
He could feel her staring at him. “Broke up. When?”
“Last night.”
“Before or after I called you?”
“It doesn’t matter, it’s done.”
“It matters to me. Which was it, Judd?”
This was the last thing he wanted to talk about, but he knew she’d never let it go. “After.”
Her head thunked back against the seat. “God, Judd, I’m sorry. This is all my fault.”
“No,” he snapped. “This is not your fault.”
“But if I hadn’t called—”
“You did exactly what you were supposed to do. If you hadn’t called me directly, dispatch would have. And if it had been dispatch that called instead of you, I’d have been beyond pissed, not to mention worried. We broke up because I took her for granted. That’s not on you.”
Whatever she might’ve said died on her tongue as they pulled into the empty drive of the duplex.
“Oh my God. It’s worse than I remember from last night.”
Judd reached across to take her hand, but she was already climbing out of the car. Well, at least she’d dropped the subject of Mary Alice.
Autumn took half a dozen steps toward the house then stopped and wrapped both arms around her middle. What little color she’d had faded from her cheeks. Judd let Boudreaux out with a firm order to heel and joined her, resting a hand on her shoulder in silent support. She didn’t turn into him, and he didn’t know what to think about it.
“How bad is Riley’s side?”
“There’s smoke and water damage, but most of it is fine. She’ll have to move, obviously, but Liam’s nearly finished renovating their new place.”
“Good. That’s good. After everything she went through with the pharmacy flooding last year, I couldn’t bear to cause more problems for her.”
“This isn’t on you either. It’s on whoever lit the place up. You being a target doesn’t make this your fault.”
“It still feels like my fault.”
Boudreaux barked a quick warning yip as a truck pulled up to the curb. Judd bit back his next argument as Charlie climbed out.
“What’re you doing back here?” Judd called.
“Wanted to double check something before I called you.” He strode over. “Since you’re here, I’ll show you directly. I’ve got extra turnout gear in my truck. Keep you from getting ash all over your uniform.”
“Charlie, let me introduce you. This is Autumn Buchanan. Autumn, Fire Marshal Charlie Hammond.”
The two shook hands. “Real sorry about this, Miss Buchanan.”
“Thank you.” She took a step away and Judd dropped his hand. “I don’t suppose by some miracle my laptop survived?”
“Afraid not,” Charlie said. “We found pieces of it in the living room.”
Autumn’s shoulder’s slumped. She looked back to Judd. “I’m just going to go. Unless you need me for something?” This she addressed to Charlie.
“No ma’am.”
“Judd, if you’ll pop the trunk so I can get my stuff, I’ll get out of the way.”
He transferred her suitcases to her car. “Why don’t you take Boudreaux on home? I don’t know how long I’ll be here.”
“Sure.”
“There’s an officer on duty out there if you need anything. I’ll see you back at the house, okay?”
“Yeah. C’mon, Boudreaux.”
His dog leapt into her car. Judd watched them drive away.
“So it’s that kinda personal, is it?” Charlie asked.
Judd turned his attention back to the other man. “Excuse me?”
Charlie cocked a brow. “Got the vic staying at your place?”
“We’ve been best friends since we were six.” If he’d been from Wishful, that’s all Judd would’ve needed to say. Everyone here knew the history.
“I’ve got best friends. Don’t look at any of them like that.”
Judd bristled. “You had something relevant to the investigation to show me?”
Charlie lifted his hands in truce. “Yeah. Come on and suit up. We’ll look before we lose the light.”
    
Autumn should’ve gone straight back to Judd’s house. Just hauled her stuff upstairs and curled up with Boudreaux, while her cloud drive synced. She needed to get back to the book and figure out how to fix it. Estimate a release date and start working on marketing plans. God knew, she needed the distraction.
Instead, she found herself driving across town to Mary Alice’s house. Which was foolish on so many levels. Judd was finally single, and, with the investigation ongoing, he’d hardly have time to jump into things with someone else. She could finally have that conversation with him. It was what she wanted. What she’d wanted when she’d tried to talk to him at the fountain.
But breaking up hadn’t been his choice. He hadn’t chosen her. He’d been dumped because of her. It wasn’t the first time, and had it been anyone else, Autumn would’ve just let it go. But he loved Mary Alice enough to buy her a ring. As much as it gutted her to do it, she had to try and make things right for him. He’d given her so much of himself. The least she could do was try to give this back.
Mary Alice answered the door in yoga pants, a pair of reading glasses shoved up on top of her head. Her eyes widened at the sight of Autumn.
“Look, I know I’m the last person you expected or probably even wanted to see right now, but can I come in?”
“Sure.” She opened the door further.
“I can’t stay long. Boudreaux is in the car.” Hearing his name, the dog woofed out the cracked window. “I’ll be back in a minute, boy.”
Autumn stepped inside and felt the awkwardness descend like a boom. Determined, she moved on into the little living room.
“I’m really sorry about your house.”
“Thanks. But I’m not here to talk about that. Judd told me you broke up last night.”
“Are you here to gloat?”
Surprise quickly turned to insult, but she fought it back. “What? No! I’m here to ask you to give him another chance.”
“Another chance?”
“I know he’s been busy and tied up lately, and a lot of that is, unfortunately, because of me. As long as the investigation is open, that’s not going to change. But you’re important to him. More important than any other girlfriend before you. And I know that if you take him back, give him another shot, he’ll prove it.”
Mary Alice frowned. “You’re seriously standing there telling me I’m important to him. You.”
“Yes, me. Are you really going to stand there and tell me that your breaking up with him had nothing to do with me?”
“No. It had everything to do with you. I just don’t understand why you’d be here asking me to take him back.”
“Because it isn’t what you think between us. I’m not a threat.”
Mary Alice crossed the room to pick up a glass of wine from the coffee table. “Oh, but you are, Autumn.”
“We aren’t…we’ve never been anything more than friends.”
“Oh, I’m not worried about that. I know he was faithful on that point, at least. But his life revolves around you, and that’s just not something I can live with anymore.”
“You won’t have to. Not for long, anyway.”
“You’re still planning to leave?”
“It’ll take me longer now, thanks to the fire. But yes. There’s nothing between me and Judd.” Her brain chose that inauspicious moment to remind her of those quiet minutes in his bed this morning, where that had been almost the literal truth. “The fact is, you matter to him. Trust me, I have insider information on this. If my father hadn’t been released from prison, I think he would’ve already talked to you by now.”
“Talked to me.”
“About your relationship.” Come on, read between the lines. Don’t make me say it and spoil this.
“You mean the kind of conversation that often takes place at the nicest restaurant in town? Where he apologizes for working too much and being distant and says he wants to make our relationship a priority? That kind of conversation?”
Oh God. Had she really called and interrupted his proposal? Autumn closed her eyes for a moment and cursed her crap timing. “How far did he get?”
“Far enough to pull out the box and make it clear we both thought we were having a very different conversation.”
“What do you mean?”
“I thought he was proposing. He thought he was digging himself out of the doghouse.”
That made no sense. “But…I thought he bought you an engagement ring.”
“Oh no. That would’ve indicated we were on the same page.” She crossed her arms. “He gave me the dozen yellow roses of bracelets.”
“The what?”
Mary Alice held up a finger and disappeared down the hall. A few moments later, she came back with a long jewelry case. Flipping open the top, she handed it over.
Autumn stared at the simple, unadorned twist of silver and gold. It wasn’t ugly, exactly, but there was nothing personal about it. “That’s…wow. I knew he didn’t do jewelry but, damn.” Did the man know nothing?
“I’d thought maybe you helped him pick it out.”
Autumn handed the box back. “If he’d solicited my opinion, I’d have steered him in a direction that wasn’t going to piss you off.”
Mary Alice studied Autumn as if she were a puzzle that made no sense. “You would have, wouldn’t you?” She shook her head with a wry smile. “I really wanted to hate you. I wanted to put this all on your head. All his other girlfriends did. But you really do try just to be a friend to him.”
“It would be shitty of me to be anything else.”
“But you love him.”
It didn’t surprise Autumn that Mary Alice knew it. Probably everyone in town knew it except for Judd himself. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t. I want him to be happy.” Even if it’s with someone who isn’t me.
She picked up the wine again, giving Autumn a long look over the rim of the glass. “You really want Judd to be happy? Go after him yourself.”
Autumn stared at her, so taken aback she could only sputter, “Excuse me?”
“Oh, don’t look at me like that. You’re both selling yourselves short if either of you ever thinks you’re going to be happy with anybody else. No one else could ever compete with the bond between you.”
She’d thought so herself for years, but hearing it so plainly stated by someone she knew loved him left Autumn feeling off balance.
“I don’t know what his reasons are for not crossing that line with you, but I think it’s time you pushed him over it. If you don’t, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”
“Why are you doing this?” Autumn asked.
She polished off the wine. “Because I love him, too, and I want him to be happy. You’ll make him happy and whole in a way I never could.”
It seemed there was nothing left to say. “I should go.”
Mary Alice walked her to the door. “It’s probably best if you don’t mention this conversation with Judd.”
“No arguments there.” Autumn stepped back out into the cooling night. “For what it’s worth, I really am sorry about the bracelet.”
“Eh, I’ll pawn it and put the money toward something fun. Maybe a weekend out of town with my girlfriends.”
“I wish you all the best.”
“I believe you mean that. So thanks. And I’ll wish you good luck. Judd’s a stubborn man. You’re going to need it.”



CHAPTER 9
BY THE TIME JUDD got home, Autumn was sound asleep, curled up in her own bed with Boudreaux. She’d had two incredibly rough days and the skin beneath her eyes looked bruised. So he pushed the questions he needed to ask off until morning. He slept poorly, one ear cocked for any signs of distress from her room. But no screams dragged him from sleep. When he woke in the gray light of dawn, he didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed.
Her room was empty, the bed neatly made, the suitcases stacked in a corner. Maybe she hadn’t spent as easy a night as he’d thought. Downstairs he found half a pot of coffee on the burner, but no Autumn. He called her name but got no answer. The house had that quiet, empty feeling that told him he was completely alone. A quick spurt of adrenaline wiped away the last vestiges of sleep as he bolted for the window. But her car was still here. So where the hell was she? Had she taken Boudreaux for a walk?
Stepping out onto the screened in porch, he looked toward Hope Springs and saw them both at the end of his little pier. The dog sat beside her, a resolute guardian as they looked out over the miles of water. On the heels of relief, his first thought was the danger of her open position. He started to call out to her to come back, then stopped himself. What the hell was he thinking? Jebediah was hardly going to lay in wait and snipe at her at 6:30 in the morning. If Judd acted on every slim possibility of danger, he’d destroy whatever feeling of safety she had here. He didn’t want that. Checking his own instincts, he went back inside to pour a cup of coffee before walking out and joining her.
“Been up long?” he asked.
Boudreaux’s tail made a steady thump against the leg of her Adirondack chair. Judd scratched him between the ears.
“A while. I forgot how beautiful the sunrises are out here.”
A thin mist lay along the surface of the water and the chill air made Judd wish he’d stopped for more than just his jeans. Autumn had stolen one of his WPD sweatshirts. It made her look small and fragile. Judd had the urge to sit in the other chair and pull her into his lap. But, of course, he did nothing of the sort.
“What did the fire marshal find?”
Right into it then. “A puzzle.” He sat, sipping at the coffee. “Seems whoever broke in felt the need to leave some graffiti before he set fire to the place. Most of the wall was burned but a little bit survived. From what Charlie can tell, our perp may have hauled in the garden hose and sprayed down the wall to make sure this survived.”
“What kind of graffiti?”
“A message, I guess. The only part left says ‘know you rumor.’ Is there some gossip flying around I don’t know about?” He’d said it flippantly, but realized she’d gone very still.
“Rumor. You’re certain?”
“Positive. That mean something to you?” She’d gone pale, so obviously it did.
“How could he possibly have found out? I was careful.”
A sick feeling set up in his gut. “Careful about what?”
She closed her eyes, wincing. “I never wanted you to know about it.”
“Know about what, Autumn?” He knew he was pulling out his no-nonsense cop voice but couldn’t seem to dial it back.
“You’ve been wondering how I’ve been supporting myself with my hours cut back so far at the library. You haven’t asked, but you’re not stupid. You know I haven’t been making enough off the pools at Dinner Belles to truly balance it out.”
Dear God, had she gotten into something illegal? “Have you been gambling?”
She snorted out a laugh. “No. Nothing illegal. I’ve been writing.”
“Writing what?”
“Novels. I started self publishing them nearly a year ago, and they’re doing pretty well.”
Whatever he’d expected, it wasn’t that. Some of the tension eased. “Why wouldn’t you want me to know about that? I think it’s great that you’re doing something you like and making a success of it.”
“Because of what I’m writing.”
“What, are you gonna tell me you’re writing those drug store novels with the women ripping the men’s shirts off?” He had to laugh.
He glanced at Autumn, caught the look on her face, and sobered immediately. Oh, crap.
“Um…” he cleared his throat and tried to salvage. “So the half-naked men books. That’s…” Great? Interesting? Nice? “And it’s going well?”
She huffed out a breath. “There are no half-naked men on my covers, but yes, it is romance. Romantic suspense. So…like if we went to see an action movie, but the romance part of the plot—you know, the part that I like—was the main part of the story.”
Huh. Chick-Action. Okay… “Help me out, Firefly, because you look like Jimmy Newman when I have to go haul his butt in after a three-day bender. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. Hell, you’re doing something you like, right? And you’re doing well with it? So I’m happy for you.”
“Thanks.” She said it grudgingly, like maybe she didn’t want his support in this.
What was that about?
“I’m just surprised this is the first I’m hearing about it. An author in town is something people like to talk about. I’d think Reed would have you signing books over at Inglenook and everyone making a fuss.”
“It’s not that glamorous. And also, no one knows because I write under a pen name.”
“Oh.”
“Because of the sex.”
“Oh.”
“See, it’s erotic romantic suspense. There’s…a lot of sex.” Her eyes snapped to his and her finger got all up in his face.  “If you ask whether that’s like women’s porn, I’m going to hit you. It’s not.”
He held up his hands in peace. “I didn’t say anything.” But he was thinking plenty.
Autumn wasn’t repressed. She’d had adult relationships, same as he had. But it was one of the rare things they never discussed. Knowing she’d written books with that kind of explicit content made him wonder exactly what was in her head. Were those scenes purely made up for the story or were they fantasies of hers? What would it be like to see that side of her?
You need to stay the hell away from that side of her.
Pulling his mind out of the gutter, he circled back to the topic at hand. “What does this have to do with the case?”
“Because I’ve kept this all very hush hush. I did everything under a pseudonym. Rumor Fairchild. I didn’t want anyone to know. I haven’t told a soul except Riley and Livia. That was only last week, and they were both sworn to secrecy.”
“So you think whoever torched your place knows your secret identity, as it were?”
She shrugged. “I can’t think of anything else that message could mean. I don’t know how he could’ve found out about it, but the subject matter of these books is exactly the kind of thing my father would’ve punished me for. He’d have used it as evidence of my sin and my wanton, willful ways.” She gave a humorless laugh. “Maybe that’s part of why I picked it. Because it was another way to give him the finger.”
Judd clenched the mug until his knuckles went white. He’d seen the results of her father’s form of punishment. The man had a gift for beatings that left no permanent scar. Judd would bring hell itself down on Jebediah’s head before letting him lay a finger on her again.
He breathed out the rage, forcing himself to focus on the problem at hand. “Why didn’t you want anyone to know?”
“We live in the buckle of the Bible Belt, Judd. Do you really think the conservative pearl clutchers of this town would just live and let live if they knew I was writing so-called ‘dirty books’? I’d be considered amoral and inappropriate, and I guarantee there’d be a contingent after my job because they didn’t want me interacting with their children.”
“Point taken. But you self published, right? How many copies could you have sold?” He couldn’t imagine more than a few hundred copies without the support of a publishing company behind it.
“I made the first book free when I published the second one. There have been over 180,000 downloads.”
Judd blinked. “Wow. How does that translate into actual income?” It wasn’t necessarily relevant to the case, but he was curious.
“A bit more than half my annual salary. If I continue to build my fanbase, I could make a legitimate living at this without being at the mercy of Mitzi or grant-writing or anyone else.”
“That’s fantastic. Truly. And I’m sorry your dad has managed to dim that for you.”
“Yeah, well. Story of my life.” She unfolded her knees. “I don’t know how or even if this knowledge helps the case. But I figure you’re going to have to tell the rest of the department.”
“Yeah. I’ll need you to come in and talk to everybody.”
“Fine. I…Are people going to have to read them? The books?” She obviously wasn’t comfortable with that. And given her prediction about how the locals might take the news, he couldn’t blame her.
“Listen, I can put a gag order on everybody. Keep the details under wraps for the sake of the investigation. We’ll do everything we can to keep your pen name a secret.”
“Thanks.” Though she clearly didn’t feel any better.
Picking up her empty mug, she stood. “Can I come on in this morning? I’d like to get it over with.”
“Sure.” Judd caught her hand as she moved by him. “Hey. We’re going to get him, okay? I swear it.”
“I know.” She stroked a hand over his cheek, her expression inscrutable.
Judd turned his cheek into the touch, enjoying the rasp of her palm over his morning stubble. He wanted to grab her hand, press a kiss to its center. And that was craziness because he couldn’t go there with her. No matter how much he wanted to.
“I’m gonna go get ready.”
“I’ll be in after I finish my coffee.” And get my head screwed on straight.
    
Dread settled in Autumn’s gut and made her want to curl into a ball and hide. She’d spent an hour going over her online presence with the Wishful PD and answering questions about her other persona. Most of them did a pretty good job remaining professional, at least so long as Judd was in the room, though she had noticed some smirks at the subject matter. That was to be expected. But God. Her books were going to be read by people who knew her. Who knew Judd. More importantly, Judd himself would read them.
It was a disaster in the making.
Despite the constant stream of patrons, the morning crawled by. People had heard she was back at work and all the Lookie Lous wanted to come by and get the scoop on what was going on. Many expressed their sincere condolences, which Autumn appreciated, but more than a few just wanted an in on the investigation. Every new face wound her up tighter. She kept waiting for someone to ask about her father. So far, his release had been kept out of the media, but it was only a matter of time before someone saw him and word got out.
The reporters would come. How could they not? The original story had been so juicy, so sensational, and the day he was released, her house was burned to the ground? They’d spin the whole thing as a revenge plot—which wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. And if her alter ego came out, the press would have a field day Romeo and Julieting Judd and her as they had fourteen years before. If they hadn’t so heavily played that angle, would he have reconsidered wanting to be with her before now?
“Okay, come on. You’ve got a thundercloud over your head,” Livia said, looping an arm through hers. “We’re going to lunch with Riley, and you’re going to vent or dish or whatever you need instead of bottling everything up.”
Autumn balked. “I don’t want to be in public.” It felt too much like everyone was staring at her.
“She’s grabbing take out from Dinner Belles and meeting us at Molly’s.” After the fire, while Liam finished rehabbing the house he and Riley would share, she’d moved in with him at his mom’s. Since Molly was Riley’s partner in the pharmacy, she’d be on duty while Riley was out, which meant they should be alone.
“Okay.”
As soon as they stepped into the house, Riley wrapped Autumn in a tight hug. “How are you holding up?”
“I’m making it. What about you?”
“I’m fine. I’ll be doing laundry until the end of time, hand washing anything that can be washed, and buying stock in Febreeze, but miraculously most of my stuff is fine. Liam hated that sofa anyway.”
Tears welled up again as a fresh wave of guilt crashed over her. “I’m so sorry, Riley.”
“This wasn’t your fault. Is it true what they’re saying? That it was arson?”
“Yeah.”
“My God. Who would do something like this?” Livia demanded.
“Well, Jebediah did just get out of prison,” Riley offered.
“He has an alibi for when the fire was set, but here’s the thing. Whoever did this knows about Rumor.”
“Sit and tell us all,” Livia ordered.
Over a burger she barely touched, Autumn gave them the update. “I had to tell Judd about my pen name, the books.”
“Did you tell him what they were about?” Riley wanted to know.
“Only that they’re romantic suspense.”
“Was he an ass about the fact that they’re romance?” Livia asked, eyes narrowed.
“No. I mean, he obviously didn’t have a clue what to ask because—guy—but he really wanted to be supportive. He said he wants to read them.”
“Aw, that’s so sweet,” Riley said.
Autumn just stared at her. “Think about what you’re saying. Even if they weren’t…what they are…I’d still feel weird about him reading my work. It’s not like y’all reading it. Y’all are romance lovers. You’re my target demographic. He’s so… not.”
“They’re great books,” Livia defended.
“I blew through them both in two days,” Riley agreed. “Liam totally benefited from the smexy.”
Another quick spurt of panic shot through Autumn. “You didn’t tell him, did you?”
“Of course not. You asked me not to.”
“I’m sorry. It’s just…the entire police department will be combing over the books, my social media, and newsletter, trying to find a connection. Judd’s put a gag order on them, but I just know the secret is going to leak out about them. And beyond that, if he didn’t already, Judd’s going to know how I feel. I poured all of it in the books.”
Autumn scrubbed both hands over her face. “Maybe it’s not that bad. I’m too close to it. Maybe it’s not as obvious as I think it is.” She looked to her friends. “Y’all are more objective than I am. What do you think?”
“Oh no, honey, it’s totally obvious,” Livia said.
“And woohoo!” Riley cheered.
“Crap,” Autumn groaned.
“Well, but you were going to tell him anyway,” Riley said.
“Not like this!” She’d wanted to control it. Frame the whole thing the right way. But there’d been no time for it this morning, and he certainly wasn’t in the right mindset to hear it.
“Maybe it’s a good thing,” Livia suggested.
“How?”
“Y’all have lived with the status quo for years. Maybe he needs to have his world rocked.”
Autumn sighed. “Mary Alice said more or less the same thing.”
Livia threw up a hand like a traffic cop. “Hold up. What?”
“She broke up with Judd the night of the fire. I went to try to talk her into taking him back.”
“You did what?” Riley squeaked. “Why would you do that when you want to be with him yourself?”
“Because I thought he wanted to marry her. Turns out he bought her this incredibly lame bracelet as an apology for ignoring her. That was the last straw for her. She thinks he should be with me.”
“Honey, everybody thinks he should be with you,” Livia declared.
“Except him.” Autumn gave up on the burger. “Everything’s going to change between us. At best, it’ll make things permanently weird, at worst, I’ll lose him entirely.”
“Okay first, you’ll never lose him entirely,” Riley said. “Second, you’re underestimating the best case scenario where he feels the same way you do.”
Autumn didn’t dare give in to the spark of hope. “I want so badly to believe that. I want to believe that, somewhere in there, he’s still that guy who wanted to change things between us back in high school.”
“Wait, what?” Livia demanded. “This has actually come up before?”
“The day Judd got shot.”
They stared at her.
Riley reached out to lay a hand over hers. “Honey, how much of what you put in the book about that was real?”
“All of it. Except my father got home before he kissed me. Not that that made a difference to Jebediah.” Autumn jerked her shoulders. “After it was over, Judd didn’t remember the conversation. He was fuzzy on a lot of details of that day because of the trauma. I kept thinking it would come back after he healed, but it never did. And he never broached the subject again.”
“You never told him?” Livia asked.
“How could I? What if the amnesia for the whole thing is his mind’s way of giving him an out because after being shot, he can’t love me? Not like that.”
“Oh honey.” The pair of them wrapped her in a hug from both sides.
“I couldn’t risk losing him,” Autumn whispered. But now she wondered, when he read it, would seeing a recounting of that day spark his memory? Would it make a difference?
Either way, the decision was out of her hands.



CHAPTER 10
“DADDY, NO. NOTHING HAPPENED.”
“I got eyes in my head to see otherwise, girl.”
“It was just a kiss.”  But it wasn’t just a kiss.  It was everything.  He was everything.
Jesus Christ. She’d put it all in here. Almost every fucking detail. Except Cooper had gotten the kiss Judd never had. He’d been there that day. He’d thought he’d known what she’d gone through. But reading it like this… It was like his own memories had been covered by a haze of smoke and with her words, she’d stripped that away, leaving the stark, unvarnished truth.
The moment he’d reached the section with their harrowing ordeal, he’d cleared his schedule, blown off every responsibility he could, to lock himself in his office and plow through the rest. He’d been grateful to be reading it on his phone. Not that anyone else in the department would be under any delusion about what he was reading. They’d all be reading it, too, and making all kinds of assumptions. After he and Autumn had worked so hard to curb the rumors, she’d gone and written this? No wonder she hadn’t wanted him to know about it.
And dear God, the love scenes. When Autumn had said they were erotic, he’d made some assumptions. Reading them, knowing he was Cooper… He’d spent so many years actively avoiding thinking about her like that. How the hell was he ever going to unsee those mental images? He’d spent most of the afternoon hard as a rock. It was as if she’d reached into his brain and unearthed every dark fantasy he’d never allowed himself to have and spilled it onto the page. Along with quite a few he couldn’t have imagined but now desperately wanted to lose himself in. With her.
Goddamn it, this was a nightmare. He needed brain bleach. A mind wipe. Something to help him get back the status quo.
What he had, as he pulled into his parents’ driveway at the end of the day, was a whole lot of pissed off.
This wasn’t the time or place for a confrontation. He’d just hold it together until he could get her home, and they’d talk about this like civilized people.
Nothing Cooper and Darcy did was civilized.
Shut the fuck up, he told himself.
Excuses for why they couldn’t stay for dinner were already rolling through his brain as he stepped inside, following the sound of voices to the living room. But the moment he saw Autumn, sitting calmly in one of those prim little librarian dresses that only made him wonder what she had on underneath, his mouth ran away without his brain. “You could’ve warned me.”  
He could tell by the look on her face that she knew he knew. With obvious resignation, she uncurled from the sofa and strode toward him. “What would I have said?  How would that conversation go?”  
“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe, ‘By the way, Judd, I poured every detail of our own private hell into a book that hundreds of thousands of people have read.’”  
Dimly he registered surprise from his parents, his brothers, but he couldn’t take his eyes off Autumn. He’d expected some kind of contrition or embarrassment, but what he saw in her eyes was a spark of temper. When she spoke, her voice was deadly quiet. “I had to put it somewhere.”
Autumn rarely lost her temper. Growing up in a house of violence, she considered it the ultimate loss of control. But Judd could see the simmer and bubble of it in her eyes. Fine. If she wanted a fight, he’d give her one.
“How exactly did you decide what to keep, what to change?  Cooper walked away.  I stayed.” And damn, that chapped his ass.
“No, you didn’t walk away.  What you did was almost worse.” She turned away from him, head dropping, shoulders slumping, as if he’d hurt her somehow.
Insult added fuel to an already raging fire. “What the hell are you talking about?  Everything I’ve done has been to protect you!”
Autumn rounded on him, hands fisted, eyes blazing. “I don’t need you to protect me! I need you to love me!”
The shot hit him straight in the heart. It took everything he had to recover, to try and salvage something of what was. He aimed for reasonable. “Of course, I love you.  You’re my best friend.”
“No.” She stalked toward him, the expression on her face dialed to a level of fury he’d never seen in her before. “You don’t get to hide behind that excuse.  I’m done being quiet.  My father spent seventeen years trying to make me and nothing ever worked.  Not his hand, not the switch, not the flogging with his thick leather belt.  Seeing you take the bullet meant for me is the only thing he’s ever done that scared me into silence.  Not because he meant to end me—because I resigned myself to the fact that he hated me a long time before that—but because you were the only thing I ever cared about, and I saw how easily he could rip you away from me.  So I’ve stayed quiet, swallowing down everything I feel because you seemed to want it that way.  You decided—without ever giving me a say, giving me a voice. But I’m done.  I wouldn’t be quiet for him, and I’m done being quiet for you.  I won’t let you ignore what’s between us anymore.”
Before Judd could process any of her accusations, her hands fisted in his shirt, hauling him against her. Her mouth crushed his in a savage kiss, and he stopped thinking at all as every drop of his blood drained south. Shock held him immobile as she assaulted his senses.
She tasted of devastated fury and desperation and heat—so much unrestrained heat, he wondered she didn’t incinerate them both. With his head full of every erotic image she’d written, his traitorous hands curled around her hips and dragged her closer. He couldn’t keep up, couldn’t stop himself from responding to the demanding thrust of her tongue against his. He growled, every possessive instinct he had roused beyond belief.
But just as he slid his hand into her hair, she shoved with both hands, propelling him back a full step. “I’m moving out,” she snarled.  “Good luck putting me back into your goddamned box.” Without a backward glance, she stalked out.
Judd stood rooted to the spot, breath heaving, his mouth tingling from the assault of hers, more turned on than he’d ever been in his life. He scrubbed a hand over his face. What the hell just happened?
He didn’t realize he’d spoken aloud until Leo crossed his arms. “The inevitable. If you don’t go after her and fix that, I’ll be forced to kick your ass.”
Eli cracked his knuckles. “And there are two of us, so, really, stop being a dumbass.”
Judd didn’t have enough brain to dignify that with a response, but the sound of Autumn’s car starting and squealing away from the curb unlocked the shackles on his feet. He couldn’t bear to actually look at his mother before he bolted for the door.
Move out? Autumn couldn’t move out. They had to discuss this. Because she sure as hell had obliterated the goddamned box, whatever that had meant.
But as he peeled out of the drive, his radio crackled. “Chief, we’ve got a situation here.”
“This is really not a good time, Inez.”
“But Chief, the rookie ran his squad car up a tree.”
“What?”
“I don’t quite know the details of what happened, but Officer Raines ran off the road and hit a tree. There was something about a cow.”
“Is Raines injured?”
“Medical’s been dispatched, but he was conscious enough to radio in.”
Judd resigned himself to the fact that Autumn would have to wait. “Send me the coordinates. I’m on my way.”
    
He kissed me back.
As Autumn sped away, that single thought thrummed in her blood in a rhythm with her still pounding heart.
She’d been prepared for his anger. She had written in explicit detail about an experience that had been intensely personal and horrifying for them both. After all the efforts they’d made toward privacy in the wake of the shooting and the trial, she understood he’d feel that was a betrayal on some level. But for him to continue to willfully behave as if he didn’t understand what the rest of it meant, when she’d poured out her heart and soul on those pages, laying out everything she felt for him? That had been the last straw.
She’d wanted to scream and rage. She’d wanted to punch him. Instead, she’d kissed him, holding nothing back as she’d ravaged the mouth she’d dreamed about for years, irrevocably shattering his carefully constructed status quo.
He kissed me back.
And that erosion of his iron control had been glorious.
Autumn could’ve stopped there, her point made. But she knew him. If she didn’t keep pushing, didn’t do something to unequivocally show him that she refused to go back to what they’d been, he’d backpedal and start herding her like a goddamned border collie into the box he’d always kept her in.
She didn’t know where she’d stay tonight. Livia would offer up a guest room. Or maybe she’d make the drive to Lawley, to Nanna. Some grandmotherly fussing could be just what the doctor ordered. Either way, she wouldn’t be staying with Judd. She’d let him make all the decisions about their relationship long enough.
With that in mind, she headed downtown. It was crazy, probably foolish. But what the hell did she have left to lose?
Dinner Belles was in the midst of the dinner rush as she shoved through the door. From the surprised glances that came her way, Autumn had the sense she must look a little like a wild woman. Well, she felt it. With purpose, she strode to the counter.
“I need to see Omar.”
Mama Pearl just arched a brow before calling back to her son in the kitchen.
A few minutes later, the former Ole Miss running back emerged, a broad smile on his dark face. “Hey there, Lady Luck. What can I do for you?”
“I want to put five hundred in the pool for this week.” The low hum of the diner’s patrons fell silent as she slapped the bills down on the counter. It was the last of the cash she’d pulled out for her essentials shopping.
Both brows shot up. “Which one?”
Autumn straightened her spine. “Mine.”
Surprise turned into a delighted grin. “About damned time.”
“Hey now,” someone called, “is that even legal to bet on yourself?”
“Hush up, Tony,” Mama Pearl called. “Long as this pool’s been runnin’, she can do anything she likes. Go get him, sugar.”
Autumn sucked in a breath. “That’s the plan.”
The applause started as she turned. By the time she’d reached the door, the smattering of claps had turned into a crash of cheers. Nice to know the rest of town was in support of this lunacy because now that she’d made this very public declaration, she was starting to wonder if she’d lost her mind.
Blindly, she reached for the door, stumbling when it opened. “Oh excuse—” The words died in her throat as she took in the man blocking her path.
Her first, inane thought was that he was so much smaller than she remembered. In her mind, he’d been a giant of a man—objectively nowhere near as big as Judd, but somehow filling their house with his hatred and twisted religion. The gatekeeper to her freedom and happiness.
Prison and illness had winnowed him down. The flesh hung on his gaunt frame like an ill-fitting thrift-store suit. The eyes so like hers looked dimmer, somehow less substantial, as if they were a battery meter showing how much life he had left. He’d aged almost three decades in the years since she’d last seen him.
“Autumn.”
That voice. No matter the physical packaging, that voice hadn’t changed. At the sound of it, Autumn felt the whip of the belt across her skin, and with the phantom of remembered pain came the deep-rooted fear. The sick slither of panic wormed through her belly and sweat broke out down the middle of her back. Every instinct shouted for her to run.
She didn’t move. Couldn’t.
Judd, you swore you’d be here. The thought came unbidden, and she hated herself for that weakness. Hated that she needed him, even now. Hated that she couldn’t control the fear rising up like bile in her throat.
“Nothing to say?” Jebediah asked.
Autumn’s mouth went to cotton, her jaw refusing to move. Her pulse beat fast in her ears, drowning out everything but that hated voice.
“Finally lose all that sass?” His thin lips curved in something that might’ve been a smile, as if he enjoyed the idea that he’d finally succeeded in shutting her up.
Where was her fight? The sharp tongue that’d earned her so many beatings in her teen years, when she’d started fighting back and challenging his delusions? Why could she only stand here? She should be stronger than this. But shoulds didn’t stop the paralyzing fear, didn’t stop the shallow breaths or the trembling that wracked her limbs.
“She doesn’t have to talk to you.”
What?
Someone came to stand at her shoulder. Autumn couldn’t tell who because that would require being able to move.
“You’re lucky she doesn’t haul off and punch you,” someone else said.
“My daughter isn’t violent.” Jebediah sounded almost proud of that.
No. No she never had been until he’d threatened Judd. Her hand shook with remembered impact as she’d struck him.
Blood. So much blood slicking across the checkerboard floor. Autumn felt hers draining out of her head, saw the gray at the edge of her vision and squeezed her eyes shut. Not here. Not now.
“Can’t say as I can make the same claim.” Omar closed a big hand around her shoulder, and Autumn wanted to weep with relief.
“Reckon you can move along, find somewhere else to eat. Permanently,” Mama Pearl added.
Autumn was dimly aware of chairs all over the diner scraping back as customers stood, crowding behind her. It gave her the power to open her eyes. The vision of blood was gone. But her father still stood in the open doorway.
Jebediah’s gaze scanned over the assembled crowd before coming back to rest on her. “There are things I need to say to you.”
“I don’t care,” she rasped. With the strength of numbers at her back, she took a deeper breath. “There’s nothing you can say that I want to hear. The time when I have to submit to listen to your ravings and hatred is long past. So stay away from me. And you sure as hell stay away from Judd or I will finish what you started in that kitchen all those years ago.”
She expected him to start ranting, raging about respecting the Holy Spirit and how she was bound for hell for breaking a commandment. But Jebediah lifted his hands in concession, backing away and letting the glass door swing shut.
Autumn was shaking so hard, her teeth nearly rattled. A warm, comforting arm slid around her waist.
“Come on back to the kitchen for little while,” Mama Pearl urged. “You’re white as a sheet.”
She wanted to say no, wanted to escape all the eyes that were now turned on her. But she didn’t have the strength to resist as the older woman led her behind the counter and through the door into the back. The familiar scents of grease and burgers made her stomach roil. Mama Pearl didn’t stop, just steered her on into an office and nudged her into a chair.
“Head between your knees. Omar, get some ginger ale.”
Autumn simply did as she was told. Bent over in the chair, the gray started to recede and her breath began to level out. She’d made it through. Barely, but she hadn’t lost her shit out there. And she’d done it without Judd.
She’d had panic attacks away from him before. Certainly the night terrors in college had been brutal without being able to reach over and touch him. She’d learned to get through those. And up until finding out Jebediah was getting out of prison, it had been years since anything had triggered a full on attack. But she’d faced down the source of her nightmares. She’d faced him down and survived. If she could stand up to her father, she could stick to her guns when it came to Judd himself. She was so much stronger than he gave her credit for.
“Here, sugar.”
Autumn slowly straightened, taking the glass of ginger ale from Omar’s big hand. “Thank you.” She sipped, the fizzy sweet liquid quenching her parched throat. “I’m sorry about that.”
“Honey, don’t you be apologizin’,” Mama Pearl chided. “Gotta be a shock. When did he get out?”
“A few days ago. Patty asked Myles to keep it out of the paper.” She worked up a rueful smile. “Guess that’s done now.”
“You already did away with your low profile when you marched in here and made that bet,” Omar pointed out.
“Yeah, well. It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
“Don’t you be backin’ down now,” said Mama Pearl. “Not when the way’s finally clear.”
Autumn’s mouth dropped open. “How did you…?”
“Where else you think she got her breakup pie?”
“Point taken.” She drained her glass. “Thank you. I should go.”
“You go on out the back. Omar will walk you to your car.”
She started to protest, then swallowed it back under Mama Pearl’s gimlet stare. “Yes ma’am.”



CHAPTER 11
T  HE CITY BOY ROOKIE was an idiot. Scared shitless by one of Mel Bailey’s cows loose in the road, he’d swerved and managed to drive halfway up a tree. Got a broken shoulder for his trouble and likely totaled the squad car. Judd was still waiting on the estimate from the garage. The City Council was gonna love that.
As if that hadn’t been enough, he’d been called in to deal with a bar fight at the Mudcat Tavern. Harley Forbes was drunk off his ass and had gotten in a sucker punch while Judd was trying to talk him down. That was almost a relief because it gave Judd somewhere to funnel his filthy mood. Not that dropping the asshole with one punch had exactly been standard police protocol, but Jesus Christ. The world was conspiring to keep him from getting back home to talk to Autumn. What was she thinking? What was she doing? Packing, probably. He only hoped he could get back to the house before she’d finished.
His cheek ached like a sore tooth as he dumped Harley in one of the two empty cells to sleep it off. Slamming the door shut, he snarled at Cleveland Timmons, the night dispatcher. “Unless the town is outright under attack, nobody better bother me for the next two hours. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, but—”
“I don’t wanna hear any ‘buts’, Cleveland.”
“It’s about Miss Buchanan, sir.”
Judd stopped in his tracks. “What about her?”
“There was an incident earlier at the diner. With her father.”
Judd worked his jaw, trying to keep his voice controlled. “Why am I just hearing about this now?”
“You were tied up with bigger stuff. Nothing really happened. He came in to pick up take out as she was leaving. She was understandably taken by surprise. A bunch of folks at the dinner more or less ran him off. Mama Pearl told him he wasn’t welcome back. I had three different people call to tell me about it.”
Autumn had faced off with her dad, and he hadn’t been there? He’d promised her. He’d sworn she’d never have to do that alone. And yet she’d survived it. No panic attack, no cardiac incident. She hadn’t needed him. Could this night get any worse?
No, dumbass. Don’t ever say that. It’s tempting fate.
“Is there anything else?”
“No, Chief.”
“Then radio silence for the next two hours. Get me?”
“Yes, sir.”
He just hoped it was enough time and that he wasn’t too late.
Her car was still in the drive when he pulled up. Thank Christ. After her encounter with Jebediah, maybe she’d changed her mind about moving out.
The sky had clouded up over the last couple of hours and thunder began to rumble as he sprinted for the house. They were in for a gullywasher of a storm. He took off his duty belt on his way through the door, setting it on the table behind the couch as he passed. His service weapon went into the lock box, then he was pounding up the stairs.
“Autumn?” He found her in her room, one suitcase open and mostly full on the bed. No sign of the other one, which meant it was probably already in her car. He dragged his gaze from the bag to her, searching her face. “Are you all right? I heard about Jebediah.”
“I’m fine, Judd.” That excruciatingly calm, polite voice was not his Autumn.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t come straight after you. I got dragged in on a couple of calls and only just now managed to shake loose.”
“Full moon. The crazies are out.” She folded another shirt and laid it on top of the pile, as if he was just giving his excuse for missing the weekly trivia night at Los Pantalones.
Now that he was here, Judd had no idea where to begin. She’d blown the foundation out of his world, and she was obviously serious about leaving if he didn’t get this right. He didn’t want to fuck it up.
“Who is he?”  Damn it, that wasn’t what he’d meant to ask.
She flicked a glance in his direction, brows drawing together. “Who’s who?”
“The college guy. The professor. Fletcher.” It was the part he’d gotten hung up on in the last few hours as he juggled the demands of his job. Who the hell was Fletcher based on? When Cooper left, he’d been the one to help Darcy pick up the pieces. He was the one she was positioned to be with when Cooper showed back up in Book Two. Judd wished he’d had time to finish it to see how that ended, not just because he wanted to know but because her work was freaking amazing.
“There is no college guy, Judd.  He’s fiction.”
“And yet I’m not.”
She seemed to weigh her words.  “The whole reason I started writing it was to get you out of my system.  I figured if I could write some story where the heroine got past her crap with the guy she had history with, to see the awesome of the kind of guy that should’ve been perfect for her, that maybe it would help me do the same.  But it didn’t work.”  She flashed a humorless smile.  “I can’t finish the third book because I couldn’t make her go for Fletcher.”
“Why?”
“Really?  You’re going to make me spell it out? Fine.  I haven’t maxed out my humiliation capacity for the week yet.” She hurled two more pairs of jeans into the bag and closed it. The zipper sounded too loud. “Because I’m in love with you.  I think I have been my entire life.”
He’d known. Of course, he’d known. But hearing it out loud gave twin shocks to his system—elation and grief
“In my defense, you haven’t exactly made it easy on me to be anything else.  You’ve been fulfilling my rescue fantasies since I was six years old.  Time after time, you’ve put yourself on the line to protect me.  You took a bullet for me.  Why is that?”
“You’re my best friend.” But the truth he’d been telling for years felt hollow now. She was his compass. He’d do anything for her.
Pain flickered over her lovely face. “There was a time when you wanted to be more.” She shook her head and looked away. “You were almost my first kiss, and you don’t even remember.”
Judd couldn’t bear the grief in her eyes. His own throat felt tight. “You changed that part in the book. You were wearing that yellow dress with the daisies that day. The one that made you look like summer sunshine. It was always my favorite.”
Slowly, she turned back toward him. The betrayal on her face slid into his gut like a knife. “All these years, you said you didn’t remember.”
“Autumn, I couldn’t risk it.  After he tried to kill you, I couldn’t risk changing things between us and it not working out.  I couldn’t risk losing you and leaving you unprotected.”
She stared at him. Whatever was brewing in her eyes was so much worse than the temper he’d seen flash earlier.  “So all these years, you let me think that I was in this alone.  That you felt nothing.” Devastation trembled in her voice.
“No, I—it wasn’t like that. I never wanted to hurt you. I just had to keep you safe.”
“He was in prison.”
How could he make her understand? “I knew one day he wouldn’t be. I couldn’t leave you without protection.”
“Is that all I am to you? Some convenient damsel in imagined distress to feed this perpetual hero complex?”
“What? No, I just—”
“I’m not fragile.” Even as she said it, he thought she looked like she could break at any moment.
“Your heart fucking stopped!”
“So did yours!” she shouted.
An enormous boom of thunder shook the house. Rain began to lash at the windows as the storm finally struck.
“Do you think there’s a day that goes by when I don’t have a moment where I see your blood on my hands? Where I don’t worry that somebody, somewhere is going to finish what my father started? But I’ve never tried to run your life because of it. I’ve never made decisions for you because I thought I knew best.”
He was handling this all wrong. He’d been handling everything wrong for fourteen years. “I should’ve talked to you about it.”
“Yeah, you should’ve done a lot of things.” Tears gleamed in her eyes, but she didn’t let them fall. “You should have been my first kiss, Judd.  You should’ve been my first lover.  My first everything.  My only everything.  It’s what I wanted.  And instead you chose to be less out of some misguided sense of duty...because you didn’t trust me enough.”
“It had nothing to do with trust.” He trusted her with everything he had.
“Of course it did.  You didn’t trust that we would work, that we were right.  That we’ve been right since the day you saved me on that playground.  You were so goddamned terrified that I’d push you away, and the irony is that’s exactly what you’re getting.”
The first true spurts of panic flickered through him like lightning from the storm outside. “What are you saying?”
“That I’m done, Judd.  I’m done with this half-life.  I’m done hanging around begging for the crumbs of your affections.  You either love me or you don’t.  You’re either with me, completely, or you’re not.  I won’t take anything less than all.  Not anymore.  I deserve better.”
    
Judd stared at her as if she’d tased him, so much pain on his face Autumn half expected him to hit his knees. But he said nothing. In all her imagined versions of this scenario, he’d never said nothing. With frustrated disbelief, she grabbed her last bag and moved past him, anticipating with every step that she’d hear him behind her. That her actions would shock him into doing something.
It wasn’t until she stepped off the porch, into the lashing rain, that the grief set in. Her chest seized up and her lungs stopped working, because she was dying. She’d been near enough before that she remembered the feeling. She’d just laid it all on the line, and he’d done nothing. Everything she’d thought, everything she’d believed about them was wrong. And now she had to put her money where her mouth was and leave for real. There was no way she could stay in Wishful after this.
At the next clap of thunder someone grabbed her. For an instant, terror overrode everything else. She dropped the bag, already leading with her fist as she was spun around. Judd caught her hand. Another flash of lightning illuminated him. There was nothing calm or rational about him now. He looked almost crazed with the rain dripping down his face as he speared both hands into her hair.
“I love you, damn it. I’ve always loved you.”
Stunned, she could only stare. His mouth crashed down on hers. It was like being hit with a defibrillator and shocked back to life. Joy and relief shot through her as she wrapped around him, holding tight, tight as she met the fevered assault of his kiss with equal fervor. He hadn’t let her go. She hadn’t lost him.
There was none of the careful reserve he’d shown the first time he’d tried to kiss her. She had, at last, stripped away his restraint, leaving behind only a deep, desperate need. Her body went to flame, and she wondered the rain didn’t steam right off them both.
Judd’s hands slid down her back, under her ass to boost her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist without hesitation, nipping his bottom lip with approval as he headed toward the house. They barely made it inside before he was spinning, using her body to shut the door. Then he was devouring her mouth again, trapping her between the hard plane of the door and the hardness of his body.
There were too many wet layers between them, too much distance. Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of Judd’s uniform shirt as his mouth left hers to trail down the column of her throat. She moaned, dropping her head back against the door to give him better access. She wanted to feel him everywhere. Desperate for skin, she gave up on the buttons, taking a good grip on either side of the shirt and yanking hard. Buttons flew, pinging off the wall, and her hands found flesh. Greedy, she ran her fingers over the defined ridges of his abs, wanting to feel them flex and release as he moved over her, in her. He groaned, pressing his hips harder against her, and she realized she must’ve spoken aloud.
She shuddered as he slid the straps of her dress down her shoulders, tugging until her breasts were bared. He sucked one puckered nipple into his mouth, swirling his tongue as if committing the taste of her to memory. Autumn gripped his hair, holding him in place as he sucked and licked and drove her out of her mind, until she squirmed against the erection she could feel through his pants. So close and yet so far away. With the other hand, she reached between them, trying to work at his belt.
Judd lifted his head, his eyes glazed with passion as they stared into hers. “Autumn.” There was so much more to that single, rasped word. Slow down. Think about this. Are you sure?
“Please.” She wasn’t above begging. Not now. Not when everything she’d ever wanted was a touch, a kiss away.
Seeing whatever he needed to see, he kissed her again, cupping both her breasts and kneading. She needed so much more. Dropping her legs to the floor, she went to work on the belt in earnest, tugging it open. The button took only a moment, then the zipper. And then she had him in her hand, hard and hot and pulsing.
He cursed and slapped a hand against the door to brace himself as she palmed him, rubbing her hand down his length, then back up again, spreading the bead of moisture at the tip around the crown. With quick efficiency, he shrugged out of the shirt. His eyes were midnight dark as he lowered the zipper on her dress, shoving it to the floor, along with her panties.
Autumn slid both her hands inside his boxers and over his glorious ass, until he was bare. She pulled him against her, digging her fingers into the strong muscles of his back, rising on her toes to take his mouth again. Her breasts flattened against the hard planes of his chest and the contrast made her dizzy. And God the feel of all that slick skin against hers was heaven.
He kissed her deep as he lifted her again, pressing her back against the door, the heat of him poised at her center. Autumn dug her heels into his ass, urging him inside. That was all it took. He pressed into her, inch by slow inch, until he was buried, and all she could think was that she’d been made for this, for him. Emotion tightened her throat. Then he began to move and she was caught again in the riptide of sensation.
His tongue thrust against hers as he pumped into her. Pinned against the door, she could do little more than hang on for the ride. And what a ride it was. Her hands slipped along his sweat-slicked skin. Dropping her head forward, she nipped at the tendon in his neck. With a growl that made her inner muscles clench, he lost whatever control he had left. He drove into her faster, harder, rocketing her up toward a brutal peak. She shot over the edge, screaming his name. He plunged into her once, twice more, pressing his face into her throat before finally shuddering over the edge behind her.
    
Breath heaving, Judd stayed where he was, face tucked against Autumn’s neck, his body buried deep in hers. Every cell vibrated with a primal call of Mine. She slumped against him, the fingers of one hand stroking lazily through the hair at his nape. At this point, it was more physics than actual intent keeping them both upright. He felt hollowed out, emptied of all that pure, unadulterated need. Years of wanting finally unleashed.
He was appalled at his behavior. He hadn’t even made it to the damned sofa.
Autumn stirred in his arms, shifting to drop her legs. He eased back so she could slide down, but didn’t let her go. He had to find a way to apologize.
“Autumn.”
She lifted her hands in the air and stretched with a sound that couldn’t be described as anything but a purr. “That was—”
Too rough. Too crass. Too out of control.
“—the best sex of my life.”
Judd straightened to stare at her, taking in the smug, feline smile curving her lips.
“Not surprising, I suppose. Fourteen years is a helluva lead up,” she said.
“I just took you against the door.”
She grinned in obvious delight. “I know. First time in our lives you didn’t treat me like I was fragile. It was amazing.” Stepping away from him, she headed toward the bathroom. “I think we embarrassed Boudreaux.”
The dog was laying behind the sofa, nose just barely peeking out.
He scooped up his boxers. How could she not be upset? Everything they were to each other and he’d turned into an animal. No care. No finesse. No condom…
Oh shit. The boxers fell from his hand.
She emerged from the hall bathroom, still gloriously naked, stopping short when she saw him. Her smile faded, expression turning stricken. “Please tell me you don’t regret what we just did.”
He crossed to her in two strides, taking her into his arms. “No.” Whatever consequences there were, he couldn’t regret being with her.
“Then why do you look like you’ve just been mule kicked?”
He led her over to the sofa and sat, pulling her across his lap.
Despite her look of concern, she snuggled in. “That’s your Very Serious Discussion face.”
“My what?”
“Whenever you have something to tell me that you think is going to upset me, you get this look on your face. And you always touch me. Albeit never quite like this. I’ve always thought it was for my benefit, but now I’m wondering if it goes both ways.”
The arm she slid around his shoulders had her breast pressing against his chest and almost distracted him from what he needed to say.
“Started out for you. But after the hospital, yeah, just as much for me, I guess.” He rubbed a hand down her back. “Firefly, I didn’t stop to think about protection.”
“Oh.” Her face smoothed out. “It’s fine. I’ve been on birth control since college.”
Okay that was one concern down. “I’m clean,” he assured her.
“I know. You’ve been a serial monogamist your whole life. I wasn’t worried.” She pressed a sweet kiss to the underside of his jaw. “Besides, I really, really enjoyed seeing you lose control.”
It was hard to argue with the evidence of her pleasure. But that wasn’t entirely the point. Judd stroked the wet hair back from her face. “You deserved more than that. You’ve always deserved more than I’ve given you.” Guilt at the knowledge that he’d hurt her weighed heavy on his heart.
Autumn pressed closer. “You gave me everything you could. You had your reasons for not doing this before. They were damned stupid reasons, but you thought you were doing the right thing.”
He thought back to her shouted accusations. “I’m sorry. I never ever meant to make you feel like I was trying to silence you. I’d never in a thousand years want to make you feel like he did.”
“It was a cheap shot. I was angry.” On a sigh, she tucked her head against the hollow of his throat. “I’ve loved you all my life, and after we both got out of the hospital, when you didn’t remember—said you didn’t remember—and never pursued anything more with me, I thought my father had made it so you couldn’t love me. That I wasn’t worth it.”
Horrified, Judd tightened his arms around her. “No. God, no. Staying away from you all these years, not doing exactly this, took everything I had.” Along with a string of relationships that he’d known, in his heart, would never go anywhere. Judd didn’t care to analyze how much of a dick that made him.
He felt her lips curve against his throat. “If I’d known that, I’d have given in way earlier to all those fantasies I had about jumping you.” When she lifted her head, her amusement had faded. “The truth is, you’ve always treated me as the most important person in your life on every level but this one, and I just couldn’t do it anymore.”
“What changed?”
“I thought you were going to marry Mary Alice.”
“You…what? You mean that day outside Sanderson’s, when you bolted? That’s why you thought we were there?”
“It was a logical conclusion. You don’t buy jewelry.”
“So all this talk of leaving Wishful, leaving me, was because of her? Because you thought I was serious about her? Why didn’t you just ask?”
“And have to test my acting skills to the max when you told me to my face you were going to marry someone else? No, thank you. I’m not that good. Not with you.”
“I knew you were lying. But I thought you were upset about the flowers. What were you really going to tell me that day?”
“The truth. That I love you and I wanted to be with you. I had a plan and a speech that didn’t involve losing my temper and kissing you brainless in front of the entire family. I was going to ask you to choose. But then Mark came and blew the timing, then the jewelry store happened, and I just couldn’t face you right then. So I ran. And I was going to keep running, as far as I had to. If someone else was truly going to make you happy, I could’ve given you up. But I couldn’t stick around and watch it. I’m only human.”
He’d come so close to losing her to something that would never have happened. God, he’d been a fucking idiot.
“There was never a choice. I love you. It’s always been you.” Overwhelmed with the desire to soothe whatever hurts he’d caused, he brushed a soft kiss over her lips. “Let me show you.”
She melted into him without hesitation. That instant surrender sparked his blood, made him want to roll her under him. But he’d taken her hard and fast already. Now he wanted her slow. To take the time to explore the body he’d fantasized so long about, learn her taste and texture. Scooping her up, he headed for the stairs.
“That was a perfectly good couch,” Autumn murmured against his mouth.
“Not enough room. And we have time.” He hoped like hell it was true. He’d left his radio and phone downstairs. But surely God couldn’t be so cruel as to drag him away when they’d finally come together. He prayed everyone in town would have the sense to stay home in this foul weather.
Pushing the thought from his mind, he laid her out on his bed and looked his fill. She was long and slim and beautiful, her wet hair spread out over the pillow.
“Do you know how often I imagined you here, like this?”
“I very seriously doubt it was anywhere near as much as I thought about you.”
Judd chuckled as he lifted her leg to press a kiss to her ankle. “Probably not. I spent a lot of effort trying not to think about this. But I failed more often than not.”
“That should’ve been a sign.”
He paused, stroking light fingers over the tender flesh behind her knee. “I suppose my sentence will be a nice long stretch with regular reminders of how long I’ve been an idiot?”
“It does seem fair. But it’s possible I could be induced to reduce the sentence if you proceed with efforts to make up for lost time.”
“I have every intention of making you lose time. Hours, days, years. Isn’t that how you put it with Cooper?”
She smiled with wicked pleasure. “Somebody paid attention.”
“Always.”
He slid his hands beneath her hips, dragging her to the edge of the bed so he could drape her legs over his shoulders. Those jade green eyes held not an ounce of self consciousness as she splayed out for him. Goddamn that was sexy.
Judd rubbed his cheek against the sensitive skin of her inner thigh, loving her low moan. Eyes on hers, he pressed his mouth against her, drawing his tongue through her wet folds. Autumn cried out, hips bucking beneath him. Downstairs, Boudreaux began to bay.
The taste of her still on his tongue, Judd lifted his head. “What the hell?”
Even from up here, Judd could hear the dog hurling himself at the door.
“Stay here.” He untangled himself from Autumn and sprinted for the stairs, not bothering with pants. Boudreaux’s howls turned to frantic barking. He pawed at the door, glancing back at Judd as if to say Hurry the hell up!
Grabbing up his service weapon, Judd strode toward the door, giving the order for the dog to shush. He hauled Boudreaux back and saw the arc of wet on the floor. The door had been opened since he and Autumn came inside, shoving their clothes to one side. The deadbolt was unlocked. Wary now, he grabbed up his pants and slipped them on. He pointed for the stairs. “To Autumn. Guard.”
Growling low in his throat, Boudreaux did as commanded. The way he was behaving, likely whoever had opened the door wasn’t inside, but to be certain, Judd did a quick sweep, clearing the lower floor and killing lights as he went. He listened hard but heard nothing out of the ordinary over the drum of rain outside. Satisfied no one was in the house, he slipped out the front door, keeping to deep shadow.
Something white lay on the porch a couple of feet in front of the door. A book? Judd didn’t stop to check it. Autumn’s suitcase still lay where she’d dropped it in the driveway, the contents soaked. Hopefully not all ruined. He saw no signs of a vehicle or any movement as he slowly circled the house. Not that he could see far in this fucking monsoon they were having. Whoever had tried to come in was likely long gone, using the rain for cover.
Judd went back inside to grab a flashlight and some gloves.
“What is it?”
He whipped toward the stairway. Autumn stood in one of his shirts, one hand on Boudreaux, the other holding the 9mm Ruger from his nightstand by her side.
“I told you to stay upstairs.”
“What’s going on?”
“Someone left us a present.”
Autumn started to come down. “No. Stay there.” She was safer out of sight.
Judd went back outside and turned on the flashlight. An open paperback book was skewered to the porch with a hunting knife. Shining the light on the cover he saw that it was a copy of Forged in Blood, Autumn’s first book. Crouching down, he opened it and examined the knife. Standard enough fare around here. The same one could be found in probably every fourth guy’s truck in town.
The pages were getting wet, so he yanked the knife free and carefully picked up the book by the edges, carrying it inside. He locked the door and set the evidence on the table. Autumn was still standing on the stairs.
“You can come down now. Hit the lights.”
She came into the room, Boudreaux tight by her side. “What is it?”
“Your first book.” Carefully, Judd examined the shiny cover for prints, unsurprised to find none. “Didn’t know you had paperbacks.”
“Print on demand.”
“How does that work?”
“Basically the book doesn’t exist until somebody orders it, so there’s nothing to warehouse. It’s more expensive than mass market paperbacks, so they aren’t a great seller. Usually just the true fans and people who don’t do ebooks. The print date will be on the last page.”
Judd flipped the book open. Made in the USA, Charleston, SC. “It’s dated two weeks ago.” Recent enough he could check with mail services at Parchman to see if Jebediah had received a copy.
“Is that a hole?”
“Yeah, it was pinned to the porch with the knife.”
“Can I touch it?”
“No prints on it, so yeah.” He handed it over.
She opened the book to where it’d been stabbed. As her eyes scanned the text, her face went white. “Judd, it’s been stabbed right through the line where you get shot.”
Well if that wasn’t a fucking message, he didn’t know what was.
Heart pounding, he picked up his radio and called it in.



CHAPTER 12
WHEN JUDD INSISTED ON driving her to work the next morning, Autumn didn’t argue. But as she sat beside him in his cruiser, she marveled at how just riding in a car with him felt different. Her very skin seemed attuned to him, aware of his proximity without her even looking, as if he were a magnet pulling her in. Despite having never kissed before yesterday, they’d always had deeper intimacy than normal friends. She’d slept with him countless times. She knew his face, his body language, his history, every tone of his voice. And now she knew his body, how it fit with hers. In all her fantasies—and she’d had plenty—she’d never imagined that waking up with him this morning would be so much different. That physical intimacy could deepen what she felt for him, when she’d already felt so much.
It’d been late by the time his officers left. The scene had been processed and she’d gone through her encounter with her father at the diner. Judd had already confirmed Jebediah hadn’t left the Mockingbird Motel during the time in question, so it hadn’t been him who’d paid them a visit. But they were already operating under the assumption that he had someone else doing his legwork.
Would he go so far as to have someone else make an attempt on Judd’s life? That was the fear that took her by the throat in the deep hours of the night. She’d turned to him in the dark, taking comfort in his body, as she’d never been able to do in the past. They’d made desperate love until nearly dawn, but the light didn’t banish the shadows.
She couldn’t lose him. Not now.
But mixed up with the fear was a profound sense of happiness, as he walked her into the library, her hand firmly wrapped in his. After all these years, they were finally, truly together. Inside, he made a full sweep of the place while she went through the routine of opening for the day. Satisfied the building was clear, he came back to the circulation desk.
“When does somebody else get here?”
“Mitzi’s usually in by 8:30. Livia’s on the schedule this morning, too, so she’ll be here in a little while. She’s not a morning person, so she’ll stop by The Grind first. I haven’t looked at the volunteer list yet.”
“Okay. I’ll just stick around for a few minutes.”
“I can lock the door until they get here if you need to get going.”
“Benefits of being the boss,” he said. “Besides, if I stay, I get to do this.” He crowded her back against the desk, boosting her up to sit on its edge.
Autumn automatically parted her legs to accommodate his big body as he leaned in.
“Have I mentioned how much these little dresses you bought drive me insane?” His hands slid up her thighs, beneath the skirt.
“You have not.” Autumn couldn’t even be annoyed her voice came out breathy because she was already thinking about the easy access the dresses provided and wondering how long they really had.
“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to see you in one and not think about last night.”
One hand slid higher and her breath hitched. “Are you really doing what I think you’re doing?”
His eyes held a wicked gleam. “I did promise to make up for lost time.”
Her reply turned to a gasp as he drew a thumb down her center.
He growled. “Jesus, you’re drenched.”
“You have no idea how much time I spend in that state when you’re around.”
“Dangerous knowledge, Firefly.”
“Depends on what you do with it.”
“I’d say that qualifies as actionable intel.” He nudged the panel of cotton aside and stroked slowly through her wet folds.
Autumn clutched at his shoulders, shifting restlessly on the counter. “We don’t have much time.”
His smile was slow and wicked. “Don’t need much.” He slid a finger inside her.
She cried out, the echo of it lost as he took her mouth. Her body, already sensitive, sparked like wildfire to his touch. She lost the fear, lost the worry, lost everything but the sensations building as he worked her.
He was right. It didn’t take long.
He slid a second finger in with the first, and she clenched around the extra fullness. His fingers curled, a seductive stroke inside her that seemed to beckon, Come for me. He did it again, thrusting his tongue against hers in blatant possession, and she shattered in his hand, screamed into his mouth.
Judd held her through the trembling aftershocks, then slowly removed his hand, tugging her panties back in place, smoothing down her skirt. The look of smug satisfaction on his face had her planning erotic retribution at the earliest opportunity.
“Jesus God. The shower wasn’t enough this morning?” she gasped.
He helped her down from the counter. “I’ll never get enough of you.”
This time, when he kissed her, it was sweet.
“Jesus H. Roosevelt Christ.”
Though Autumn jolted, Judd didn’t break the kiss until he was good and ready.
“Hey Livia.”
“Hey Judd.”
Autumn could hear the grin in her friend’s voice. She pressed her flaming face into Judd’s chest and wondered if she had a neon sign over her head that said Just received amazing, non-battery assisted orgasm on our workplace counter.
“So you two finally—”
“Yeah,” he said.
Autumn supposed it didn’t actually matter how Livia had planned to finish that sentence.
“That’s awesome.”
“It is.” He turned his attention back to Autumn, lifting her chin. “I need to get to work. What’s your plan for the rest of the day?”
“I’m done with my shift at two, then I thought I’d finally get back to work on the third book. I know how it ends now.”
“With Cooper.” It wasn’t a question and she grinned.
“With Cooper.” And it would take considerable work to go back and untangle the mess of plot threads she’d used to try and force Darcy to end up with Fletcher.
“Where will you be working?”
She’d have preferred privacy but knew going out to the house alone was out of the question. “I thought I’d set up at The Grind. One of the booths upstairs.”
“I’ll send an escort and be by to pick you up myself before we head to Mom and Dad’s for the twins’ birthday. If you need to go somewhere before that, let me know.”
“Okay.”
He kissed her again, easily, as if he’d been doing it for years, then headed for the front door.
“Judd.” When he turned, Autumn called, “Be careful.”
He gave a smart salute with the hand he’d used to take her to heaven, then left for work.
As soon as the door shut behind him, Livia stomped her feet and squealed. “Oh my God, tell me everything! You have beard burn on your throat.”
She had beard burn in quite a few places this morning.
Not knowing where to start, she went straight to the most important point. “He loves me.”
“Well there is the world’s biggest non-newsflash.”
“Okay, fine. He admitted and acted on it.”
“That’s more like it. Details, girl.”
As the door opened and their first patrons of the day trickled in, the story had to wait. But over the course of their shift, Autumn managed to fill Livia in on all the pertinent details. She was an incredibly satisfying audience, squeeing and gasping in all the right places. It made it easier to focus on the bubbles of happy instead of the worry underscoring everything.
“So Judd seems to be pretty over the top protective today, even for him. Did something happen?” Livia asked.
Autumn had left out that part of the story. The details of the night were being kept under wraps as the investigation continued. “Someone tried to break into the house last night.”
“You had a prowler?”
Autumn jolted. “Mark. I didn’t hear you.”
He stood, one hand on the book drop door, his returns still in the other. His eyes were wide and horrified. “That’s horrible. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Boudreaux scared him off.”
Mark looked blank. “Boudreaux?”
“Judd’s dog.”
He gave that owl-like blink behind his glasses. “You’re staying with Judd?”
She could see him trying to work out a scenario where that wasn’t as bad for him as he thought. It was time to nip his little crush in the bud.
“I am. And listen, Mark, I need to tell you, I’m with Judd.” She did her best to soften the news with a smile.
“Oh.” His cheeks colored. “I—didn’t know. I, um, congratulations?” he finished awkwardly.
“Thanks. And I’m sorry. You’re a great guy, I just…we’ve been on the edge of this for a long time.”
“No, sure. Of course.” He dropped the books into the return. “Best of luck to both of you.”
With a tight wave, Mark beat a hasty retreat, his camera bag beating against his legs.
Livia watched him go. “Poor guy.”
“I feel like I just kicked a puppy.”
“It was a kindness in the long run. No one’s ever going to steal you from Judd.”
The thought sent her back into the warm and fuzzy. “No. No they won’t.”
    
“No, we sure haven’t had anything like that come through the mailroom the last few weeks. Pretty sure we’d remember one of the inmates getting girl porn.”
Judd remembered Autumn’s insult over that description and bit his tongue. She’d given the department an earful on the subject during their briefing the other day. Correcting the head mail guy at Parchman Prison on the finer points of why erotic romance was not porn was not relevant to the investigation. “I didn’t figure it would be that easy. Can you go back further? The book was actually released nearly a year ago.”
“Records don’t go back that far, and we wouldn’t have made note of it if they did.”
“But as you said, you’re pretty sure you’d remember something like this coming through. Can you ask the rest of the mail room staff if they remember anybody getting this or something like it at any point in the past year?”
“I can ask, but don’t get your hopes up. We got a fair amount of turnover in people.”
“Can I get a list of employees who’ve left in that same time span? And also, a record of his correspondence for the duration of his incarceration?”
By the time Judd hung up the phone, he wasn’t feeling great about the lead panning out. But he had some names of people to chase down. Names he’d have to hand over to his officers if he had a chance in hell of making it to his brothers’ birthday on time.
Shutting his office door, he closed the blinds and traded out his uniform for street clothes. His administrative duties as Chief had kept him chained to his desk most of the day. This was the only part of the investigation he’d been able to actively participate in, and not being out there, being the one to follow the leads, was making him twitchy. It was part and parcel of the job, but damn it, this investigation was about Autumn. He didn’t trust anybody else to do it right.
Not for the first time, Judd thought about that offer from Bill Riggs. That investigator position with the Wachoxee County Sheriff’s Department was looking really damned appealing about now. But it wasn’t where he needed to be. Until Jebediah was put away again, he needed to be here, in control.
After handing off his list to Darius, Judd headed over to The Daily Grind to pick up Autumn. She was head down over her new laptop. A legal pad full of scribbled notes lay at her elbow, along with evidence of at least two coffees and the lemon bars she loved.
“Are mass caffeine and sugar your usual fuel for writing?”
“I’m stress eating.”
The moment she lifted her head, Judd could see the strain around her eyes. He went immediately on alert.
Autumn laid down the pen and rubbed at her temples. “Despite multiple redundancy backups on my cloud drive, the book is simply gone.”
“Gone?”
“I should’ve been able to roll back to a previous version…something. But it’s like it never even existed on their servers.” Frustration vibrated in her tone. “That was months of work just…gone. Poof.”
“Is anything else missing?”
“A chunk of other files that weren’t really that important. Some stock photos I can redownload from the vendor. A few spreadsheets. I don’t know what happened. Maybe they got corrupted when my laptop cooked in the fire and were purged from the system. Either way, I’m going to be starting from scratch.”
Judd bent to press a kiss to the lines between her brows. “I’m sorry. My day was a lot of dead ends too.”
“It’s probably for the best. I’m going to be changing a lot anyway, and this way I won’t get hung up on keeping stuff for the sake of keeping it.” She sent a tired smile up at him. “At least the day will end with cake.”
“I won’t tell Mom you’ve been binging on lemon squares.”
“You could tell her I’ve had an entire dozen of them and she won’t care, she’ll be so excited about us.”
“What exactly are we going to tell them?”
Autumn packed her things. “Do we need to tell them something specific?”
“I feel stupid saying we’re dating.”
“After twenty-five years, I think we can safely skip that step.”
“Well, I’m not going to up and announce I’ve had my wicked way with you.”
She grinned. “Pretty sure they’ll deduce that within five seconds of seeing us together.”
“Deducing is not the same as confirming.”
Sliding from the booth, she shouldered her bag. “You weren’t this squeamish when you were sleeping in my bed in high school.”
Judd wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Nothing was happening in your bed in high school.”
“More’s the pity. We need to swing by Whimsy and Wishes on the way. We’ve got just enough time before they close to pick up the twins’ birthday presents.”
“When did you go shopping?”
“I saw them a couple of weeks ago and called this afternoon. Sabrina said they were still in stock, so I bought two over the phone and had them wrapped.”
He opened the front door of the cruiser for her. “In this middle of all this, you remembered to get something for my brothers?”
“They’re family. Besides, if I hadn’t bailed on our original shopping trip, this would’ve been done by now. I know you. You’ve been way too caught up in the investigation to even think about it.”
Judd had been planning on offering apologies and finding the time to get something by the weekend when the bigger, non-family party was happening. He circled around and slid behind the wheel. “They threatened to kick my ass, you know. If I didn’t fix things with you.”
Autumn’s face went soft. “Awww.”
“That makes you gushy?”
“They love me. And they know I love you.”
“You told them?” He didn’t know how he felt about her discussing them with Leo and Eli.
“Didn’t have to. They’ve got eyes. The only one surprised by that kiss yesterday was you.”
“It was a helluva kiss.” He clasped her hand and brought it to his lips. “For the record, I’ve never been so happy to admit I was wrong.”
She tipped her head against his shoulder. “Do you feel weird flipping this switch between us?”
He considered the question. She’d always been the center of his world. The only thing that really changed was the physical benefits and the freedom of being honest with himself—and everyone else—about how he felt. “Not a bit.”
She straightened as his phone started ringing, and Judd immediately regretted the loss of her touch.
“Hamilton.”
“Hey, it’s Cam Crawford. Got a minute to talk about this requisition you submitted?”
City Council. Shit. Judd put the car back into park. “I’ll make one.”
“Do you really want to try to push this through right now?” Cam asked. “I mean, with the totaled cruiser, that’s far and away above the department’s budget.”
Judd felt a headache set up behind his eyes. “The cruiser was an unfortunate accident and replacing it is a necessity. So is this training seminar in Jackson.”
“Are you sure it’s a good time?”
The timing was crap with the ongoing investigation, but he had hope that things would be wrapped up by the time the seminar rolled around in two weeks. “I submitted the requisition before the car. The fact is, the course isn’t being offered again for six months,” Judd said.
“But you’re proposing sending nearly everyone in the department. What about covering the shifts for that day?”
“Sheriff Riggs has already agreed to lend a few of his reserve officers to help bridge the gap in coverage for both days. Look, Cam, I know it’s shit timing, but the bottom line is, my people need this training.”
The city councilman, who’d been a couple years behind Judd in school, sighed. “All right. I’ll push it through.”
Judd made his requisite statements of appreciation and hung up, resisting the urge to drop his head to the steering wheel.
“I knew you were going to hate the administrative crap,” Autumn said, reaching over to rub at the tension in his neck.
“I appreciate you not hitting me over the head with that when I got the job. But, God, I despise it.”
“Cake will make it better,” she said. “So what happened to the cruiser?”
By the time they made it to his parent’s house, the scents of grilling meat wafted from the backyard. Judd’s stomach rumbled, reminding him he hadn’t had time for more than half a sandwich at lunch. They let themselves in without knocking, weaving through the house and out to the back patio.
As soon as his mother saw Autumn, she shot to her feet. “Oh, thank God. After last night, I was worried you wouldn’t come. And I didn’t know where you were staying or—”
Autumn winced and crossed over to hug her. “I’m sorry I worried you. I should’ve called to let you know.”
Over her shoulder, Patty looked to Judd, a question in her eyes. He was aware of his dad and brothers giving him The Eye.
“Autumn’s not moving out, and she’s not leaving Wishful,” he announced. Short and to the point. That would work, right?
His mother pulled back to look at Autumn. “You’re not?”
Autumn beamed. “I am not.”
“Really?”
“Really really. Promise.”
Patty shot her hands into the air. “Halleluia! Finally.” She grabbed Autumn and led her into a brief little dance. “When do I get to hit number seven on my speed dial?”
Autumn threw back her head and laughed. Her hair was alight in the setting sun and her eyes sparkled with the most unadulterated joy he’d ever seen in her. God, she was beautiful. And she was finally his.
He really had been an idiot.
“Don’t get ahead of yourself. Judd’s still catching up.”
“Who is number seven on your speed dial and what am I catching up on?”
Autumn waltzed over and brushed a quick kiss over his lips. “Don’t worry about it.”
Oh, like that didn’t make his curiosity ten times greater?
His brothers strode over and simultaneously thumped him on either shoulder.
“What was that for? I fixed it.”
“Took you long enough,” Leo said.
“Moron,” Eli muttered.
Judd rolled his eyes and grabbed them both in a headlock, one under each arm. “Happy birthday, dweebs.”
He grunted as they thumped him in the ribs, struggling to escape, but he was still bigger and better trained.
“Boys,” his father’s warning tone rang out, and they all straightened.
“Dude, is that a bite mark on your neck?” Eli asked.
Autumn’s head whipped around, her eyes wide, cheeks going pink. “I did not—”
Eli laughed. “Made you look.”
She goosed him in the ribs. “You are an ass, little brother.”
“You love me.”
“I do. And because it’s your birthday, I won’t even steal your cake for that remark.”
“Ribs are ready,” Patty announced.
More teasing and shuffling ensued. Autumn trailed his mom into the house, helping carry a tray. As everyone trooped inside after the food, Judd caught sight of his mother’s phone on the picnic table. With a glance after his family, he snatched it up and pulled up her contacts. Swiping over to favorites, he scanned down to the seventh number.
Reverend Paul Prescott.
His mother had the preacher on speed dial?
Judd let the implications of that sink in. Then he texted himself the contact. They’d see who needed to catch up.



CHAPTER 13
DARCY PLAYED THE FLASHLIGHT over the file. Every single girl on this list had withdrawn from the university. Every one was completely on her own. No one to report her when she went missing. Skimming further down the list, Darcy saw a half dozen new names.
Prospective targets?
She snapped a picture with her phone. As soon as she got out of here, she’d get Cooper to run a check on all of them. If she was right, this woman was feeding a list of easy prey to the human trafficking ring, sentencing these girls to prostitution or slavery. Or worse.
A hand curved over Autumn’s shoulder. She yelped and tugged out her earbuds to find Judd trying not to laugh.
“Sorry. I guess you didn’t hear me. Liam and Riley are here.”
“Already?” She automatically hit save on the file.
“It’s 6:30.”
“Shut up. It is not.” But the clock on her laptop confirmed it. “Crap, I’m not even ready.” She shot out of the straight-backed chair she’d set in front of a table in the guest room and nearly hit the floor because her legs had gone to sleep.
Judd caught and steadied her. “Slow down. It’s fine. We need to get you a proper desk and a chair that won’t murder your back.”
Autumn leaned into him as he rubbed the feeling back into her lower extremities, lingering perhaps longer than necessary on the curve of her butt. “Maybe we can run to Lawley this weekend and see what we can find.”
“Sounds like a plan. The book’s going well, I take it?”
“I am in the zone! Twenty-five thousand words in a week. As soon as I stopped fighting the inevitable that Darcy ends up with Cooper, it just started flowing. It’s practically writing itself. They just got a huge break in the case, finding the woman in the Student Affairs office who’s on Manigault’s payroll.” Pulling away before she forgot about their dinner guests, she raced next door to their bedroom. “Five minutes!”
Their bedroom. Funny how quickly it’d become that.
Judd followed, propping himself in the doorway to the closet as she quickly stripped off clothes.
“You should go keep Liam and Riley entertained.”
“They can entertain themselves, and why would I deprive myself of getting to see you naked?”
“I’m not naked.”
“You could be.” The rumbling promise in his voice seemed to reach out and stroke her.
Autumn froze, her mind trapped by vivid images of exactly what he could do to her in this closet.
His hands skated over the curve of her hips, pulling her closer so he could lay a trail of kisses along her throat. “We haven’t gotten to the closet yet.”
“Mmm. Don’t distract me again.”
“But I like distracting you.” He’d done it often, keeping that promise to make up for lost time. After so many years of waiting, it seemed they were both insatiable.
But she was not going to give in and have a quickie, while their friends were downstairs. She shoved him back. “Out. I’m going to finish getting ready. Alone.”
Judd lifted his hands and grinned, entirely unrepentant. “I’m going. I’m going.” He backed out of the closet. “But you could be coming.”
She threw a shoe at his head and missed. Laughing, he shut the bedroom door.
God. Now she’d be thinking about this closet all through dinner. Which was entirely his evil plan. He’d have to pay for that later. But she was grinning herself as she changed clothes. She loved this playful side of him. He’d been so serious, so controlled for so many years, she’d almost forgotten the devilish streak. Not that he’d relinquished an iota of that staunch control, but as she was reaping the benefits on an entirely different level, she was hardly in a position to complain.
Swiping on a quick coat of mascara, she called her makeup done and headed downstairs.
“There she is!” Riley immediately caught her up in a hug. “I’ve missed you.”
“Sorry I haven’t made it by. Things have been kind of crazy lately.” Between the investigation and Judd, she’d had little freedom or time to herself.
Riley glanced outside to where the guys were hauling a picnic table down by the water’s edge. “If you didn’t hole up with Judd, I’d be questioning your sanity right now.”
“I think he’s made it his personal mission to outdo Cooper and reenact every love scene I’ve written,” Autumn admitted, her cheeks heating to fire engine red.
“Be still my beating heart,” Riley sighed. “So, how’s it going? Is it weird? Going from friends to lovers?”
“No. No, not at all. It’s good.” The whole transition had, in fact, been almost seamless, and that made her nervous.
Riley just arched a brow. “You’re finally with the guy you’ve been in love with your whole life, and all you’ve got is ‘good’?”
Autumn shot a look toward the guys, but they were still down by the water. “Fine. Things are amazing. It’s just…”
“Just what?”
“It’s almost too perfect.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s still my best friend, exactly as he always has been. Now with the added bonus of stupendous sex.”
“Not seeing the problem here.”
“It’s all cozy and strangely domestic. Like we’ve been together forever. It just seems like it should be harder.”
“Well, honey, you have been together forever. Y’all didn’t call it that, but minus the sex, I’m pretty sure you two are more emotionally intimate than most married couples. The difference is, now you’re both admitting it.”
Autumn wrapped her arms around herself. “I’m so happy, Riley. And it’s absolutely terrifying. I keep expecting to wake up and find out it’s all a dream. Or for some horrible thing to come along and ruin it.”
“And by horrible thing you mean your dad.”
“He’s still out there. Judd hasn’t been able to tie him to the fire or to the prowler, so other than the restraining order, he’s free to do as he pleases.”
“Has anything else happened?”
Autumn shook her head. “It’s been quiet for a week. We’re both on edge, waiting for the other shoe to drop. It’s part of why we wanted to have y’all out tonight. We needed some normal, and, of course, we wanted to see you both.”
Riley looped her arm through Autumn’s, and they headed outside to join their guys down by the lake. “Well, in the realm of some normal, we think we can finally start planning the wedding.”
“Yeah?”
“It’s pushed back further than we wanted, but it’s important to both of us that Jack and Cruz be in the wedding, so we’re working around their deployments.”
“Wouldn’t be a wedding without my brothers,” Liam agreed. “Even if the whole thing stands to turn into something of a circus.”
“You’re going to stuff me into a monkey suit, aren’t you?” Judd asked as he lit the grill.
Liam snagged a beer from the cooler, passed it to Judd, and grabbed another for himself. “Damn straight.”
“I’ve never gotten to see you in a tux.” Autumn skimmed her gaze over his tall, straight form and decided that was going on her bucket list. Along with peeling him out of it.
“Not even prom?” Riley asked.
“We didn’t go to prom,” Judd told her. “Autumn had just had her second heart surgery, so she was still in the hospital.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered since no one actually asked me.” That had been before the endless string of girlfriends, when she’d thought he just needed time.
He grimaced, tugging her into his arms. “I didn’t go with anybody else.”
“No. You camped out in my hospital room with a laptop, and we watched Pretty In Pink.”
“That is terribly sweet,” Riley declared. “But sad, too. Every girl should get to dance at her prom.”
“We did dance,” Judd said. “Just you, me, and your IV pole.”
“I’m pretty sure it kept trying to lead.” Tethered to all the various equipment, their range of motion had been limited, so their dance was really more of a hug and sway. She hadn’t cared. It had just felt wonderful to be in his arms.
He smiled. “You were wearing rubber ducky pajamas.”
“Ugh, don’t remind me. I was a mess.” She’d wanted to be beautiful for him. But there hadn’t been much chance of that with the fresh stitches and bandages.
Judd kissed the nose she wrinkled. “You were adorable in those pajamas.”
Because the memory made her ache a little, thinking of the wasted time between, Autumn forced a smile. “Twenty-five years, and it’s the only time we’ve ever danced. We should rectify that.”
“Agreed. And now I don’t have to pretend I’m not checking you out.” His hands skimmed down over her butt.
“I feel like my feminist principles demand that I somehow object to the objectification, but I think I’d rather just return the favor.” She slid her hands into the back pockets of his jeans and squeezed.
“Totally had your chance in the closet,” Judd murmured.
Oh hell. There was no controlling the quick flash of lust that burst through her like fireworks.
“We can go and give y’all some privacy,” Liam said.
“No, no, it’s fine. Riley and I will go get the brats for the grill.” Autumn extracted herself from Judd and thanked God for the cooling evening as she strode across the lawn. She’d just pretend that flush of color was from the setting sun.
As the food cooked and Boudreaux napped on the porch, talk turned to the house Liam had been slowly rehabbing between his other restoration jobs around town.
“There are a few things left to do, walls to paint and all that, but the house is just about done. It’s more or less move-in ready. Riley and I just need to pick out some furniture.”
Judd tipped back his beer. “Well, if your schedule is opening up, might as well put me on it.”
Liam paused, his own longneck dangling from his fingers. “Seriously?”
“Yep.”
“I’ve been hounding you for more than a year to let me have at this place. You’ve put me off every single time. What changed?”
Judd fixed his gaze on Autumn. “Everything.”
Her throat went tight, suddenly so full of emotion she could barely speak.
“It was just a house before. Now I want it to be a home. Our home. You need a proper office, so I figure we can start there.”
Maybe he’d gotten things wrong in the past, and maybe he’d wasted a lot of time avoiding the inevitable. But he was with her now, including her in his life, his future, without question. What did the past matter in the face of that?
“Awww. Y’all make me so happy!” Riley crooned.
“Liam, you’re going to want to avert your eyes because I need to kiss this man.”
He groaned, but she could hear the chuckle underneath as she advanced on Judd.
She couldn’t have said what alerted her. Some pale flash of motion from the woods at Judd’s back, a whisper of sound that didn’t belong. But Autumn didn’t think, didn’t hesitate. She tackled him straight off the bank and into the lake.
    
Judd hit the water with a splash, his arms automatically wrapping around Autumn. They both surfaced sputtering. It was all he could do to catch his breath for the laughter. “I knew you’d be excited but—”
“Stay down!” Liam shouted.
Judd instantly dropped low in the water, using his body to shield Autumn as he dragged them both to the edge of the pier for cover. On shore, Liam had Riley huddled behind the picnic table. With a blood curdling howl, Boudreaux streaked across the yard, headed for the woods.
“No! Boudreaux, come back!” Autumn screamed.
But the dog didn’t slow. He disappeared into the trees.
“What the hell is going on?” Judd demanded.
“Somebody’s shooting at you with a crossbow.”
That’s when Judd saw the bolt embedded in the tree behind where they’d been standing.
“Fuck.”
His radio and service weapon were both inside. This was meant to be a casual evening with friends. He hadn’t felt the need to arm himself.
“No second shot,” Liam announced.
Judd shifted position, digging his feet into the muddy bottom for purchase. “When I say go, we’re headed for the picnic table, okay?”
Autumn just nodded.
“Go!”
They scrambled up the bank, making for the picnic table a dozen feet away at a low, hunched run. Judd kept himself between Autumn and the woods. No additional shots were taken. Boudreaux’s barking turned into a snarl, then a yelp.
“Get the women to the house,” Judd ordered.
“What are you going to do?” Autumn demanded, voice trembling.
“I’m going after my dog.”
Her hand clamped on his arm. “Judd—”
An engine fired up. A boat. He and Liam exchanged a look, then they were both running for the woods. Their perp was getting away, and they had no way of giving chase, but maybe they could catch something that would help them identify him.
Judd broke free of the stand of trees, spoiling for a take down. But the boat was already speeding way, directly toward the setting sun. He zeroed in, trying to make out whatever details he could. Typical, aluminum fishing boat with an outboard motor, judging by the shape. The same kind owned by most of the residents who lived around Hope Springs. Any real details about the boat’s driver were blocked out.
With a sense of dread, Judd searched the shore. No Boudreaux. Was he back in the woods? Was he still alive?
“Look!” Liam pointed after the boat.
Judd caught sight of the dog, bobbing in the boat’s wake, still trying to catch it. Relief made his limbs go weak.
“Boudreaux, come!”
He gave one, last pissed off bark and paddled back to shore. As he stumbled up on the bank, Judd saw the gash on his head. Judd grabbed him by the ruff, helped him out of the water, and then crouched to examine the wound. Not too bad, but it would need stitches. The asshole had probably slammed the butt of the crossbow down because Boudreaux got too close.
Fresh rage boiled up. “The goddamned son of a bitch hit my dog!”
Neither of them said what they were both thinking—that at least the guy hadn’t had a chance to reload the crossbow and shoot him.
Liam clapped a hand on Judd’s shoulder. “We’ll get him.”
“Did you catch anything about the bastard?”
“Male, probably Caucasian, wearing a baseball cap. Maybe wearing camo. That’s all I got. And I’m willing to bet that if and when you find that boat, it will have been stolen. People leave theirs tied up all around the springs. We took them out for joy rides often enough in high school.”
“Yeah, that was my read, too. But we’ll still look. Somewhere, somehow, we’ve got to catch a damned break on this case.”
“Maybe there will be something identifying about the bolt.” Liam paused. “Autumn saved your life.”
Judd scrubbed a hand over his face. “Are you sure I was the target?”
“You were standing in front of her. If she hadn’t tackled you, the bolt would’ve pierced your back, hitting something vital for damn sure. A baseball size hole would’ve done some serious damage.”
Did that make him a target by proxy because he blocked access to Autumn? Or had the motive shifted? For all Jebediah was a hateful bastard, he wasn’t stupid. Taking a direct shot at the Chief of Police would certainly get him hauled in. If pattern held, he’d have an alibi for the time in question, and given his current physical health, Judd had serious doubts about his capability of actually drawing back and loading a crossbow. So had his lackey—whoever he was—decided to take matters into his own hands? Was Jebediah getting desperate as the countdown clock on his life wound down? Or had this all been some kind of diversion?
A new terror shattered his remaining calm at the thought. “The girls. We left them alone.”
Judd burst into a run, dodging through the trees. Back at the house, a police cruiser was already pulling up. Sirens screamed in the distance. Good. Autumn or Riley had already called for backup. The fear loosened its grip a little, but he didn’t slacken his pace until he saw Autumn herself coming out to meet Darius, Riley right behind.
“Judd!”
He caught Autumn as she launched herself at him.
“Are you all right?” he demanded.
“Are you?” Her hands raced over him, not waiting for an answer.
“All in one piece. Thanks to you.”
“Boudreaux?”
“He’s okay. Needs a few stitches is all.”
Autumn immediately dropped down to fuss over the dog. “Oh, my brave boy. What did that son of a bitch do to you?”
Judd turned to Darius. “We’ve got work to do. Call for backup.”
“You got it, Judd.”
Autumn called the vet. Meanwhile, Judd locked down his emotions to do the job, work the scene. They located the sniper’s nest, such as it was. A cluster of brush about sixty yards from where he’d been standing. At that angle, he’d absolutely been the target. But at that distance, with wind and drop, it was hard to speak to accuracy. Most hunters wouldn’t make successful shots at that distance.
The bolt itself had white fletching, which probably accounted for the flash of motion Autumn reported she’d seen in her periphery before she tackled him. As he pulled it from the tree, he realized the wrap had some kind of words running the length of the shaft on either side of the fletching. Full dark had fallen, so he aimed the beam of his Maglite at it.
I’ll keep quiet, but you’ll have to cut me in.
Obviously it was some kind of custom job. He went back up to the house, where Presley Morgan was finishing up with Boudreaux’s stitches.
“He do okay?”
The pint-sized woman, not much bigger than Boudreaux himself, stripped off her gloves. “He was a very brave boy. I gave him a mild sedative, so he’ll be napping for a while. Doesn’t look like any lasting damage. He was very lucky.”
So were we all.
“Thanks so much for making a house call for this, Presley,” said Autumn from her position on the floor beside the dog.
“No problem. Y’all obviously have a lot going on.” She packed up her medical bag.
“Any lasting instructions?” Judd asked.
“He should take it easy. Keep an eye on the wound site. I’ve left you with some antibiotic ointment to dab on it twice a day. I want to see him in a week to check his progress on healing.”
“We’ll see to it. Thanks, Doc.”
Presley laid a hand on Judd’s arm. “You get the bastard who did this to him.”
“Count on it.”
Once the vet had gone, Judd crouched beside Autumn in the floor. “There are words on the shaft. They didn’t seem to be a direct message. Thought I’d get your take.” He held the bolt out for her to read, rotating so she could see both sides. “Do you recognize it?”
Autumn went pale. “It’s from the third book. The first version on the laptop I lost in the fire.” She lifted stricken eyes to his. “Someone has my book.”



CHAPTER 14
“I T’S THE BOOK CLUB at the senior center,” Autumn protested.
“I don’t care. You’re not going anywhere without an armed escort.” Judd’s voice on the other end of the phone was implacable.
I wasn’t the one he tried to kill. But she didn’t say it. There were too many finely-tuned hearing aids in range and more than a few wrinkled faces pressed to the front glass of the senior center, and she and Judd had already been a few rounds over this issue. In the near week since the latest attack, he’d kept her under twenty-four hour guard—by him as much as possible, by his officers the rest of the time. Autumn wanted to issue the same edict to him, but the best she could exact was a promise that he wouldn’t go anywhere without his Kevlar vest. Which he’d have done anyway, so it was hardly a concession.
She flicked a glance at Clint Yarbrough, waiting patiently in full uniform and duty belt. “Couldn’t you at least send someone in Plainclothes? My walking in like this is going to have tongues wagging.”
“Good. I’d rather word get around that you’re protected.”
Autumn wondered exactly what the City Council was going to say when word reached them. Sucking up department resources in the name of protecting one person was not likely to go over well. Not that Judd was shirking his duties as Chief, but when it came to her, he had tunnel vision and no amount of logic could shake him.
“Fine. I’ll see you at home, okay?”
“Good luck with the Casserole Patrol.”
“I’m sure I’ll need it.” Autumn had missed the latest meeting of the bi-monthly Seniors Book Club at the Wishful Senior Center. In her absence, the trio of elderly women had taken over selection of the next book. Given their love of the salacious, Autumn was rather afraid to ask what they’d finally chosen.
Clint smiled in amusement as she hung up. “Told you he wouldn’t change his mind.”
“Never let it be said that I didn’t try to save you from having your ass pinched.”
His brow shot up in question. “Beg your pardon?”
“You’re an attractive guy in a cop uniform. Chances are we’ll have to work hard to convince them you’re not a stripper. These ladies can be mercenary.”
Some of Clint’s amusement faded as he trailed her into the building.
Cheers went up as they spotted her.
“There’s our girl!” Miss Maudie Bell Ramsey called. She crossed the room, as fast as her orthopedic shoes could carry her, to wrap Autumn in a hug. She smelled of peppermint and Chantilly.
“Oh, and look! She brought us a surprise!” Miss Betty Monroe looked Clint up and down with approval.
“Not that kind of surprise, Miss Betty,” Autumn rushed to say. “Clint is just…” What was he “just”?
“I’m just here to check out the book club. My grandma is coming in for a long visit, and I thought it might be something she’d enjoy.”
Nice cover.
Looks of disappointment swept through the assembled group. “Well, he’s still nice to look at,” Miss Betty declared.
Clint’s cheeks colored. “Uh, thank you, ma’am.”
“We’re so glad you’re back. Book discussion went totally off the rails without you,” Miss Maudie Bell told her.
Autumn had no doubt of that. “I’ll do my best to get everything back on track. Where’s Miss Delia?”
“Flirting. The boys are playing with their toy soldiers again.”
Toy soldiers. Which meant Mark was here. Damn it. Twice a month, he hung out with the senior men, reviewing major military campaigns of history, complete with enormous maps and complements of little plastic soldiers.
“Why don’t you go get her, dearie? Your legs are a little more spry than ours,” Miss Betty said.
“Yes ma’am.” Inwardly, Autumn cringed, but she headed into the back room of the center, where a fairly epic battle was laid out on the ping pong table.
A cluster of elderly men were hunched over the table. At the side, Mark was gesturing in broad strokes, his face alight with passion for his subject.
“You can see here, if the other Confederate generals had listened to Stonewall Jackson and marched on Washington when he suggested it, it would have cut off—” He broke off as he caught sight of Autumn, his cheeks coloring.
She gave a little wave and wished he didn’t feel awkward around her now.
“I was just coming to retrieve Miss Delia for Book Club.”
The older woman stepped out from behind the knot of men, preening in her blue velour track suit. “You should come join our book club, Cecil. You might learn something.” Miss Delia punctuated the statement with an unmistakable eyebrow waggle as she leaned in.
The elderly man jolted.
Oh my God. She totally pinched his butt.
Message delivered, Miss Delia sailed by Autumn into the meeting room—insofar as one could sail in sensible sneakers.
“Not going to ask,” Autumn muttered.
She gave one last look at Mark, who studiously avoided her gaze and seemed to be finding the Battle of—whatever he was teaching—to be the most interesting thing ever. She sighed and turned back toward the meeting room. Navigating the small town dating pool was as complicated and convoluted as one of his battles.
Maybe I can think of someone to fix him up with. I wonder if Mary Alice would dig the studious type?
Probably Judd’s ex wouldn’t appreciate any further interference on Autumn’s part. She’d have to keep thinking on it.
A few more people had trickled in. Clint had positioned himself in a corner—ass to the wall, she noted—and looked like he wanted to bolt, but there was a quartet of grannies flanking him on all sides. Time to give the poor guy a rescue.
Autumn clapped her hands for attention. “Okay y’all, let’s get started. I see several new faces since our last meeting. Welcome. Y’all probably already know each other, but let’s do a quick round of introductions for me.”
They went through the round robin intros and Autumn picked up the thread of conversation again. “Okay, so I understand y’all already had your discussion on Dinah McClure’s Catch My Breath?”
“Yes, we picked a new book last meeting,” Miss Betty said.
“Okay then. Since I wasn’t part of that, perhaps one of you would like to lead the discussion?”
“Actually, we’d love if you’ve do a reading for us,” Miss Maudie Bell said. “You do such lovely readings.”
Used to the request, Autumn shrugged. “Sure. Does someone have a copy of whatever it is to loan me?”
“Oh, yes, we have the passage marked already.” Delia handed over her ereader, a terrifying gleam in her eye.
With some trepidation, Autumn swiped the screen awake and began to skim. The blood drained from her cheeks. Forged In Blood. Worse, it was one of the love scenes. Coincidence? She knew at least a few locals had been reading the books because she’d overheard patrons talking at the library. It didn’t have to mean she’d been exposed.
Struggling to control her reaction, she arched her brows. “I’m not entirely sure this is appropriate.”
“Oh come now, we’re all adults,” Miss Betty argued.
“Yes, but we might scar poor Officer Yarbrough for life,” Autumn argued, praying they’d take pity on him.
“Strapping young man like that could stand to be educated,” Miss Delia insisted.
“Or he could plug his ears!” Miss Maudie Bell suggested. “Please read for us.”
Autumn swallowed. She was far from prudish, but reading her work aloud in front of a crowd—especially one of the scenes she’d now experienced in a very intimate way… She could refuse, but what other excuse did she have? So she did the only thing she could. She read.
“Darcy shook. She didn’t know how much was from being soaked to the skin and how much was from shock starting to sink in.
“Cooper came back with a towel, wrapping it around her shoulders. ‘You’re freezing.’ He rubbed his big hands up and down her arms and she had to resist the urge to lean into him.
“‘It’s my fault she’s dead.’ Darcy’s teeth chattered as she said it. ‘It’s always my fault for asking the questions, breaking the rules. Someone else always pays the price. Just like you did.’
“Cooper shook her—not hard, just enough to make a point. ‘No. Nothing about this is your fault. Nothing about what happened with your father was your fault.’
“The look of concern on his face was the first glimmer she’d seen of her Cooper—of the boy she’d so desperately loved. The sight of it broke her heart all over again. ‘I don’t blame you for leaving. Why would anybody stay after that hell? I’m sure being shot pretty thoroughly destroyed any delusions of love.’
“‘My leaving had nothing to do with not loving you. I don’t blame you for what happened. And I’ve thought of you every day since I walked away.’ He tucked a chunk of her wet hair behind her ear, his fingers grazing her cheek, and she turned into the touch, needing the warmth, the connection. ‘I’ve thought about what would have happened if your father hadn’t come home that day.’
“So had Darcy.
“‘I wanted you,’ Cooper admitted, skimming his thumb across her lower lip. ‘I’ve always wanted you.’
“The touch lit little fires in her belly, along her skin, burning through the lingering cold of wet and shock. And looking up at him, into the deep blue pools of his eyes, she knew she didn’t want to walk away from this, didn’t want to walk away from him, even if they had no future. So she leaned forward, sliding a hand around his nape to pull him close enough that his lips were a whisper away from hers. ‘Then take me.’
“His breath shuddered out, the warmth of it fanning across her mouth. Darcy closed the distance.
“Cooper didn’t move. His body, pressed so close to hers, hummed with leashed tension.
“‘Please, Cooper. I need you to touch me.’ She needed this. Needed him. But that was something neither of them was ready to hear.
“Please don’t make me beg, she thought.
“His hands came up, tunneled into her hair as he pulled back to look into her eyes. ‘Darcy.’ That was all he said. Part question. Part apology. Part something else. And then his mouth was on hers, and she stopped asking the questions, stopped thinking entirely because she could only feel.”
They were a rapt and attentive audience, something Autumn usually enjoyed. Not even the faint, omnipresent click clacking of knitting needles interrupted her reading. She did her utmost to divorce herself from the fact that these were her words, immersing herself in the story. There was no stopping the blush that crept up her neck and cheeks, and Autumn cursed her red-head’s complexion. But her voice didn’t waver. Not even when her body flushed with remembered heat as she reached Darcy and Cooper’s climax.
“His fingers laced with hers, an anchor as that magnificent body stroked into hers with endless, exquisite patience. He drove her up, a long, slow climb that destroyed her sense of anything but the glorious pleasure building between them. Desperation grew as he kept them there, on that narrow edge, for what felt like hours, maybe days. Darcy shut her eyes, wrapping her legs tighter around his hips, trying to pull him deeper.
“‘Stay with me,’ Cooper rasped.
“But she was too lost to sensation, reaching too hard for that final peak to respond.”
“‘Darcy, I need you with me.’ There was a vulnerability beneath the strain in his voice, and that pulled her back. ‘With me,’ he ordered. ‘Come with me.’
“Opening her eyes, she stared into his. And it was Cooper—her Cooper—looking back at last. The only man she’d ever fully trusted. So she let go, crying out as waves of rippling pleasure pulled him over with her.”
Around the room, women were fanning themselves with their ereaders or paperbacks.
“Lord have mercy! Now that is a love scene,” Miss Delia declared.
Echoes of agreement peppered the room.
“So much more meaning in the context of the story,” Miss Maudie Bell said. “But still just lovely on its own.”
So far so good. Out of context, that love scene could’ve come from any number of smexy romance novels. The senior ladies took over discussion, freeing Autumn to get her own reaction under control. The room was two shades under a hundred degrees on the best of days, and today she felt like it was a bikram book club. She didn’t dare chance a look at Clint, not wanting to see either his embarrassment or smirk if he’d gleaned what she’d actually been reading.
“What I want to know, Autumn dear, is whether Judd’s as good in bed as he is on paper.”
Autumn snapped her head toward Miss Betty. “Excuse me?” Surely, she’d misheard that.
“I mean, obviously you based Cooper on him—with a few licenses taken here and there. Was that one of them?” Miss Betty blinked at her in absolute innocence, as if she wasn’t asking an obscenely personal question.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Betty. The book was published before they got together,” Miss Maudie Bell chided.
“So she has an exceptional imagination. But I’m with Betty. I’d love to know if reality lives up to the fantasy,” Miss Delia argued.
Autumn didn’t say a word. Couldn’t. Not only did these women know she was Rumor Fairchild, they’d figured out that the main characters were based on her and Judd and were sitting here discussing their actual sex life as if it were just another plot point! Her hands gripped the ereader like a vise, as if it would somehow shield her from their judgment. Heart pounding, mouth dry, she glanced at the exit, estimating distance and time to bolt. A shadow moved in the doorway. She realized Mark was skulking back. Several senior men impeded his retreat, and their eyes met, a clash of mutual mortification. If possible, her face burned even hotter. Had they all been eavesdropping?
“I’m not discussing anything about my relationship with Judd.” There. Her voice was admirably calm, considering she wanted to scream.
“Can’t blame you for that, honey,” Miss Maudie Bell said. “I’m sure after all this time, you want to keep him to yourself.”
Autumn wasn’t about to dignify that with a response. She hadn’t actually confirmed or denied her identity as the author. Was there a chance in hell that she could convince them it wasn’t her?
“I, for one, think you did an amazing job building up the relationship between Darcy and Cooper and tearing them apart again. Utterly heart wrenching. But completely understandable in light of what they went through. Was that why it took you and Judd so long to get together?” someone asked.
As they continued to lob questions from all directions, Autumn closed her eyes and wished she could sink through the floor. One thing was absolutely certain—the cat was out of the bag.
    
Clint’s cruiser was in the drive when Judd got home. It’d been a bitch of a day. Between taking calls and running more searches on the custom bolt wrap from the crime scene, Judd had all but drowned in the backlog of paperwork. By the time he waded through, it was after five and his searches had come up nil. Unless the state crime lab found something—and who the hell knew when they’d get to it—the bolt was likely a dead end. He needed a new angle. More than that, right now he needed food and time to decompress with Autumn. He hefted the big ass bag of Chinese takeout from Lucky Palace and headed for the door.
If she was working, chances were she hadn’t given any thought to dinner. It both amazed and slightly alarmed him how she could totally zone out when writing. With everything going on, that lack of awareness of her environment opened the door to a myriad of potential threats.
The door opened before Judd got to it and Clint stepped out. “Chief. I swear to God, it wasn’t me.”
Judd felt the headache behind his eyes ratchet up a few notches. “What wasn’t you, Yarbrough?”
“Who spilled the beans. They just laid into her. It was a damned ambush, and we never saw it coming.”
Judd fought back the instinctive surge of alarm. If Autumn had suffered bodily harm, he’d already have heard about it. “What the hell are you talking about?” He pushed past Clint and put the food down.
Autumn gave a tired wave from one of the barstools in the kitchen, Boudreaux stretched out at her feet. Her other hand was wrapped around the stem of a very full wine glass. The bottle at her elbow was already half down.
“Clint, why don’t you head out?” she suggested. “I’ll fill him in.”
His officer looked relieved and took a step toward the door.
“Hold it. Who ambushed you?”
“The Casserole Patrol. Well, the entire seniors book club, really, but they were the ringleaders.” Autumn took another hefty swig of wine. “When you put Clint on guard duty, I’m sure he had no idea he’d be called on to rescue me from a mob of nosy blue hairs.”
“Can somebody please start making sense?”
“They know about her pen name,” Clint clarified.
Now his protestations of innocence made sense.
“Seriously, let him go home Judd. He’s endured enough embarrassment today. I’ll tell you all of it, and if you think you need to ask him something, you can call him later.”
“Fine.” Judd shifted his gaze to Clint. “Thanks for watching her today.”
“No problem. But for the record, they don’t make a vest that stands up against those old women.” With an eloquent shudder, he walked out.
Autumn took another sip of wine. “So, we got blindsided.”
Judd unpacked the food as he listened to her recounting of the afternoon, his mood going grimmer with every word. “I’ll find out who leaked the information.”
“And do what? It’s not illegal to gossip.”
“It is if you’re under a gag order, which the department was.” He filled a plate with pork fried rice, Mongolian beef, and the cheese wontons she loved and set it in front of her.
Autumn popped a wonton into her mouth, making appreciative noises. “There’s no way to trace this back to your department. There were locals reading the books before the investigation even started. You’ve read them. There’s enough of reality in there that someone who remembers could recognize it. It was only a matter of time. I disguised a lot, but when I put it out there, I never dreamed the books would find this kind of audience. I honestly never thought anyone from Wishful would ever stumble onto them.” She heaved a sigh. “In truth, I brought this on myself.”
Judd agreed. Not that he was foolish enough to say so aloud. The consequences were already hitting her like a ton of bricks and likely they’d get worse as word spread. No matter how he felt about what she’d done—and he was still plenty pissed about what she’d written—he was frustrated and angry that he couldn’t protect her from this.
He took his own plate and sat beside her at the counter. “Why did you write it? I know you said you wrote about me to try to get me out of your system. But why the rest of it? Why did you write about what happened to us? Why not just take who we are and plunk us down into some other story?”
She looked at him over a forkful of beef and onions. “Do you really think we’d be who we are without going through that hell?”
He considered the question. Without that defining horror, what would their lives have looked like?
“If Jebediah hadn’t shown up that day, you’d have kissed me. Everything would’ve changed between us. And I would’ve followed you anywhere, the moment we turned eighteen. My heart condition would’ve gone undiagnosed for some unknown amount of time. You probably wouldn’t be a cop. We’d have been together, probably blissfully happy, but it wouldn’t have made for a good story.”
“It sounds pretty great to me.”
“To live, maybe. And I won’t lie and say there’s a part of me that doesn’t regret all the years we lost. But in terms of the book, it was a no go. Story is all about conflict.” She broke apart a pair of the disposable chopsticks and dug into her fried rice. She’d been doing that since high school claiming it made her slow down and savor her favorite part.
“But why that conflict? It had to be brutal on you to write. God knows, reading it took me back.” And it’d been worse, re-experiencing everything from her perspective. He thought he’d known what it’d been like for her. They’d talked about it often enough in the dark hours of the night. But she’d minimized all of it.
“I wrote it out a long time before there was ever a book. My therapist in college suggested it. The night terrors were really bad. I wasn’t sleeping for longer than a couple of hours at a time. She had the theory that if I could write it all down, really capture the detail, that I could exorcise it.”
“Did it work?”
“Not really. Mostly I just had to get used to sleeping without you. It was a rough year.” She shrugged, as if that was no big deal. “As to the book…I was trying to work through stuff about you. The day you were shot was the root of all of it.” A shadow passed over her face, and she set the chopsticks aside. “I know you’re angry, and you have a right to be. It’s your story, too, and I put it out there for public consumption.”
“I’m not angry.”
She just looked at him with her Really? face.
“Okay, I’m a little angry,” Judd admitted. “It’s just that…well, like you said, there’s just enough reality that people who were here and remember will recognize it. But they don’t know which parts are true and which are fiction. So there will be people who take the whole thing as largely fact.”
“We can’t control what people say or think about us. You know that.”
“I’d just as soon they not be postulating about the quality of our sex life.”
The corner of Autumn’s mouth kicked up. “I’m pretty sure whether fact or fiction, they’d be jealous either way.”
“But what if my mother reads it? Doesn’t that bother you?” It was bad enough the whole family knew they were sleeping together.
“I asked her not to read it. Not because of the sex—although that’s its own level of embarrassment—but because I don’t want her to read the gory details of what we went through. I don’t want to upset her. It killed her that no one protected us from what happened—not just the brutality of the medical stuff, but the swarms of reporters, the trial. That no one could really do anything to ease it for us. If we hadn’t had each other, I’m not sure either of us would’ve come out of the experience whole.”
Judd shoved his plate away and hauled her into his lap, nuzzling her hair. “I’m not sure I ever really felt whole until you forced me to push past my fear.”
Her arms twined around him. “Are you going to quote Jerry Maguire now?”
Judd could hear the smile in her voice. Because they both needed to lighten the mood, he schooled his face into serious lines and pulled back to look at her. “You complete me.”
Autumn snorted a laugh and framed his face in her hands, giving him a smacking kiss. “I love you so much.” The humor on her face bled to something else. “I can’t tell you how good it feels to be able to say that to you.”
“Probably as good as it feels to hear it.” He took her mouth, sinking into the kiss degree by slow degree, shedding the stress of the day, as he’d been wanting to do for hours. No matter what else was going on in his world, with this woman in his arms, he was home. “I love you. And whatever the fallout is from this, we’ll deal with it like we’ve dealt with everything else for the past twenty-five years. Together.”



CHAPTER 15
A FTER AUTUMN’S ENCOUNTER WITH the senior book club, going to work felt like walking the line, waiting for execution. With an almost suffocating dread, she waited. When would her two lives collide again and what would be the damage?
It took two days.
“Can I have your autograph?”
The question was so benign, Autumn thought she’d misheard. “Sorry?”
Liza Keaney blushed and looked around to make sure they weren’t being overheard. “Your autograph. I heard that you were Rumor Fairchild and, well, I just love your books! I’ve never gotten to talk to a real author before.”
A real author. At what point do you earn that title? Autumn wondered. She didn’t feel like a real author. She felt like she was back in high school and someone had stolen her clothes and shoved her naked into the gym in the middle of a pep rally with the entire school. Exposed, with nowhere to hide.
“Um.” What was the right answer here? “I suppose so. Did you have something in particular you wanted me to sign?”
“Oh, well, I guess you can’t just sign my Kindle.” Liza laughed. “Anything will do.”
As Autumn hunted behind the circulation desk for something she could autograph, Liza continued to chatter.
“I blew through the first one in a night. Stayed up until four in the morning on a work night. I was a complete zombie at work, but oh my God, it was so worth it. I grabbed the second one at lunch and secreted myself away behind my office door to read it. I was so mad at Cooper for being such a butt and leaving. And then Fletcher came and he was so sweet and concerned, and Darcy totally deserves that. But he’s really not right for her. It has to be Cooper in the end, right? When do we get Book three?”
Nothing about her love life, no parallels drawn between her and Judd and the characters in her books. And suddenly Autumn remembered that Liza hadn’t been here back in high school during the trial. She’d married Robert Keaney and moved to Wishful sometime after college. So maybe she didn’t know.
Something loosened in Autumn’s chest. If she could get over the awkwardness, maybe she could talk about the books as…books. That might actually be sort of fun.
“I don’t have a release date yet. Since my laptop died in the fire, I’ve had to start over. But I’m making progress every day.” She wasn’t thinking about the fact that someone else had copied files from her laptop. She’d moved all her accounts and changed passwords wherever she could. There was nothing left to be done there.
Liza pressed both hands to her cheeks. “Oh good Lord, that’s so insensitive of me. I’m so sorry.”
Finally just snagging a piece of paper from the printer, Autumn smiled. “It’s fine. This version is better anyway.”
Liza leaned on the counter. “So any hints about which way it’s going?”
“It’s a secret. But I will say a Team Cooper t-shirt might not be amiss.”
“I knew it! He has to redeem himself.”
Autumn scrawled, For Liza, Shhh! Rumor Fairchild. She added a winkie face for good measure and handed it over.
Liza read it over and grinned. “This is just awesome.”
“And listen, Liza, if you could keep this under your hat, I’d appreciate it. The whole me being…you know. I’m trying to keep a low profile.”
Liza pressed her lips together and mimed a key turning in a lock. “You can count on me.”
Over the course of the morning, at least half a dozen patrons approached her. None of them were so brash as the Casserole Patrol asking directly about her love life. Most seemed content to talk about the actual story and everyone wanted to know when the next book was coming. For all that having people know about her author identity made Autumn nervous, their enthusiasm was gratifying. It fueled her own excitement for this current book.
“Soooo, having your whole secret identity come out hasn’t been all bad,” Livia said.
“As you were not the one being interrogated about the particulars of your love life, you know not what you speak of.”
“Who did that?”
Autumn recounted her experience with the senior book club. Livia’s mouth fell open. “Holy crap. I knew they were nosy, but that’s a whole new level of special.”
“I’m pretty sure the whole thing violated some article of the Geneva Convention.”
“Autumn, can I see you in my office, please?” Mitzi Farnham looked expectantly over her bi-focals.
Called into the boss’s office. Nothing good can come of this. Stomach twisting into knots, Autumn pasted on a confident smile for the library director. “Of course, Mitzi.”
Miming wide eyes at Livia, who widened hers back and shrugged, Autumn followed the older woman, noting that her tight, iron gray curls didn’t even vibrate as they went up the stairs. Mitzi shut the door behind them, and the sound of the latch struck Autumn with the finality of a cage door closing.
Don’t make assumptions. Just breathe.
“I’ll get straight to the point. News has reached me of your…extra-curricular employment.”
Autumn relaxed a fraction. This was about smoothing ruffled feathers and assuring her boss that this in no way affected Autumn’s ability to do her job. “I apologize for that. I never intended for my pen name to be known. If it’s caused you any awkward questions from patrons, I apologize, but I’m sure everything will die down pretty quickly.” I hope.
“I’m not so sure it will.”
“It’s just gossip. Pretty soon, someone will do something else scandalous, and it’ll be old news.”
“Autumn, this library is a venerable institution of Wishful. Its employees are expected to comport themselves with a certain level of dignity, class, and morality.”
Her gut twisted again. “I’ve been nothing but professional since the moment I walked through this door to work here. What goes on outside work hours or in my personal life has no bearing on the job.”
“I’m afraid quite a few people feel that it does.”
“Excuse me?”
Mitzi reached for a sheaf of papers. “This is a petition calling for your removal as head librarian on the grounds of being an immoral influence.”
Autumn stared at her. “You can’t be serious. What have I done in the context of this job that’s immoral?”
“You wrote what’s tantamount to pornography.”
Insult mixed with the first traces of panic, and Autumn struggled to remain objective. “Oh please. It’s erotic romance, and it’s tame compared to a lot of what’s popular since Fifty Shades came out. And yes, I wrote it, but under a pen name, which I told no one. I have not pushed the books. I haven’t added them to our catalog. I haven’t promoted them in any way locally. This has nothing to do with my job here.”
“The public is concerned about your access to children.”
“Oh bullshit. I’ve never made age inappropriate recommendations about books in my life.” Her gaze dropped to the top signature. Clarice Hopper Morris. Of course she’d be behind this. She’d been making Autumn’s life a living hell since elementary school. “Mitzi have you even read my books? Do you even know what they’re objecting to?”
Mitzi’s lips pinched in disapproval. “I don’t need to read them. They’re inappropriate. The entire genre is inappropriate. There’s nothing about it that’s noble or pure or praiseworthy.”
Because, of course, she was one of the sainted pearl clutchers who wanted to pretend sex didn’t exist. “That’s censorship, Mitzi, and as a librarian, you ought to be ashamed of yourself for even suggesting it.”
Autumn wished she could take the words back the moment they fell from her lips.
Before she could apologize, Mitzi’s eyes narrowed. “Miss Buchanan, this library has been under dire financial strain for some time. You’ve been a good employee for many years, and I’ve done what I can to keep you on as long as possible. But the fact remains that I cannot, in good conscience, ignore the wishes of the public. I’m sorry to have to do this in light of your difficult circumstances, but I have to let you go.”
“You’re ignoring my years of service to this library, from the time I was seventeen, up to now, and firing me for something that has no direct bearing on my job?”
“I’m doing what I have to do.”
Autumn rose, hands curled into fists. “You’re being weak and caving to the opinions of those who have nothing better to do than try to ruin other people’s lives over something they don’t know or understand. I’ve just lost everything I own and now you’re taking away my primary source of income. So thanks for that. And good luck sleeping at night.”
She stalked out, slamming the door behind her. Startled patrons looked up as she made her way down the stairs.
Livia was waiting at the bottom. “What happened?”
“I’m fired.”
“What?”
“There was a petition. I am apparently an immoral influence, who cannot be trusted around children.”
“That’s ludicrous! She can’t do that!”
“Unfortunately, Mississippi is a no cause firing state. She can do anything she wants.” She shoved both hands through her hair, feeling the first traces of panic begin to leak through the fury. She needed to be far, far away before the full implications sank in. “I’m getting out of here.”
    
The last couple of days had been quiet. Judd thanked God and Sheriff Bill Riggs for small favors. The bulk of his department was in Jackson for training until tomorrow. He had a couple of reserve officers on loan from Wachoxee County to fill in the gaps, but even with them, Wishful PD was operating on a skeleton crew.
Since the good citizens of Wishful had managed to keep themselves out of trouble for the morning, Judd had been catching up on paperwork. He fucking hated paperwork. How Robert managed to do the job without seeming to drown in it, Judd had no idea. Years of experience, he supposed.
A knock sounded on the door.
“Come in.”
Spence Whittaker, one of Wachoxee County’s investigators, stuck his head in the door. “I heard tell you’re a few men short the next couple of days.”
Judd leaned back and tossed a pen down on all the paperwork. “You heard right.”
“Want an extra badge?”
“Wouldn’t turn it down. Come on in. Find a seat.” Judd gestured absently toward the two chairs overflowing with files.
Spence shifted a stack to the other chair and sat. “Looks like Curry saved up all the paper for you.”
“Sure as hell feels like it. The idea of juggling all this for twenty-five years instead of twenty-five days is enough to make my skin crawl.”
“Bill wanted me to let you know that investigator position is still open.”
“Don’t think I’m not tempted. I miss being in the field.”
Spence shifted his attention to the incident board Judd had set up on the big bulletin board stretching along one wall of his tiny office. He’d laid out everything they had on the arson investigation and the attempt on his life. “Reckon you gotta take care of this mess before you can think about anything else.”
“That’s the damned truth.” Once this case was closed and he could be certain of Autumn’s safety, maybe he’d re-evaluate his career plans. “You got time to go over this? I could use a fresh pair of eyes.”
“Sure. Take me through it.”
They both shifted toward the board.
“Jebediah was released from prison. The same day, Autumn’s duplex was torched and the arsonist left a message implying that he knew her identity as author, Rumor Fairchild.”
“You got anything tying him to the fire or showing he’s aware of Autumn’s pen name?”
“Nothing direct. The subject matter’s the kind of thing that would seriously get Jebediah’s back up. He beat her more than once growing up for reading romance novels.” And it hadn’t stopped her from devouring stories of hope and love. She’d just gotten better about choosing her hiding places. Judd shook off the memory. “Jebediah had a solid alibi for the time period in question, arriving in Wishful only after the fire was already contained. He didn’t set the blaze.”
“So either he was working with someone else or a second person is targeting Autumn,” Spence concluded.
“I might be more inclined to believe the latter if not for the timing. It’s too coincidental. Jebediah’s release wasn’t publicized. Who would’ve known about it in order to cast suspicion in that direction?”
“Somebody he had contact with while he was in prison? Another inmate who got released earlier? Maybe one who heard Jebediah talking about Autumn and fixated on her?”
“I’ve done some tugging on his time at the prison, looked into his associates and the like. He didn’t have visitors while he was there, nobody he corresponded with. If he was friendly with anybody on the inside, nobody knew about it. His whole stint, he kept his head down, his nose clean. Kept to himself.”
“Okay, go back to the fire itself. Anything unusual there?”
“Accelerant was used only on the outside facing wall of the structure. Why? To protect the message? As some attempt to limit the damage to Riley’s—that’d be the neighbor—side?”
“Maybe just ran out of time?” Spence suggested.
Judd shook his head. “Doesn’t play. Charlie said the burn pattern was consistent up and downstairs. If he started at the top and worked down, it would make sense that the upper floor be more uniformly soaked and it wasn’t.”
“Okay keep going.”
“Autumn moved in with me after the fire. Two days later, she had her first run in with Jebediah at Dinner Belles. She defied him, not something he ever tolerated growing up. Later that night, a prowler attempted to enter the house, scared off by Boudreaux, but not before leaving a copy of Autumn’s first book skewered to the porch, highlighting the scene wherein my fictional persona was shot.”
Spence’s brows shot up. “She wrote about you?”
“Guess you wouldn’t have heard about that over in Lawley. Everybody and their brother has been talking about it here. Yeah, she wrote about us. Or at least what happened to us when we were teenagers. That was the scene highlighted with the knife. Why that moment? A reminder to Autumn? Hey, I did this before, I can do it again? A threat to me?”
“Not sure what message it’s sending, but someone was watching her movements to know she’d moved in with you.”
“Maybe, maybe not. Wishful’s a lot smaller than Lawley. The fire was big news and most everybody knew she’d moved in with me. As to trace evidence, there were no prints on the book, the knife, or the doorknob,” Judd continued. “No other words or scenes were marked. The book itself was ordered ten days before Jebediah was released.”
“How’d you know that?”
Judd explained how print-on-demand publishing worked.
“Okay, so what’s the tie there to daddy dearest?”
“Again, he had an alibi for the night in question, suggesting he has someone working with or for him.”
“How good’s the alibi?” Spence asked.
“He’s staying at the Mockingbird Motel at the moment. Only one way in or out of those rooms, and I had an officer sitting on his location during the time in question. He’s old and ill, hardly up to the kind of stealth required to get past a stakeout.”
“Do you have any evidence of him meeting with anybody? Talking with anybody?”
“I haven’t been able to have someone on him twenty-four-seven, but between existing surveillance and his parole officer, nobody’s seen him talking with anybody other than a handful of failed job applications. Which doesn’t rule out phone or email, but I don’t have authorization for any kind of surveillance there.”
“What’s next?”
“One week later, someone—presumably the same individual—shot at me with a crossbow before escaping by boat. The bolt had a custom wrap referencing the third book in Autumn’s series, the only copy of which existed on the laptop that was lost in the fire.”
“So somebody copied the file. Or files. Was anything else taken?”
“Too much damage to be sure. She’s moved all her financial accounts, changed passwords across the board. We’ve kept an eye on assorted accounts—email, social media, and the like to see if there’s any activity from her that isn’t actually her, but so far nothing. The bolt wrap’s been a dead end, too. I haven’t been able to track its origin. The boat was, as we’d suspected, stolen. It was discovered floating out on Hope Springs, half a mile from its owner’s boat slip. Probably, the thief parked his own vehicle some distance away and ditched the boat on his escape. Again, no prints or identifying evidence, and Jebediah had an alibi.”
“That’s an awful lot of alibis for something you’re trying to pin on him,” Spence observed.
“Yeah, I know. The thing is, I could buy that Jebediah had earned enough favors or otherwise arranged for someone else to set the fire, do the prowling. Certain types would do that just for the fun of it. But the escalation to attempted murder…why would someone risk doing serious time on behalf of his vendetta? That doesn’t make sense to me.”
“Seems to me there’s a serious fixation on the books. What’s that about?”
“I don’t know. Being pissed off about how he was portrayed?”
“Which was?”
“As the pseudo-religious, nut job, asshole he is. Truth hurts. Certainly they’d be the kind of thing Jebediah would disapprove of, but it’s not at all the kind of attack I’d have expected from him.” Judd stared at the board, wondering how he could rearrange the pieces.
A perfunctory knock sounded on his door before it swung open and Inez stuck her head in. “Chief, there’s a domestic dispute out at the Forbes place. Harley’s going after Rene again.”
“Looks like duty calls.” Judd shoved back, relieved to be leaving the paperwork for later.
“I’ll run backup.”
“Appreciate it.”
Flash bulbs went off as the two men hit the sidewalk outside the police department. Judd blinked at the spots hazing his vision. His stomach dropped as he saw the line of news crews set up along the block. Nearly a dozen reporters shoved microphones into his face.
“Chief Hamilton, what is the status of the arson investigation involving Autumn Buchanan?”
“Is it true you and Miss Buchanan are now an item?”
“How do you feel about Miss Buchanan’s erotic portrayal of you in the books she authored as Rumor Fairchild?”
“Is Jebediah Buchanan a suspect in the arson?”
Judd said nothing, shoving through the crowd. When they just knotted tighter he shouted, “Listen up! I have an emergency to respond to and if y’all don’t get out of my way right this instant, I’m charging every one of you with obstruction.”
They parted, still shouting questions as he and Spence made their way to their respective cruisers. This was bad. If they were camped out here, chances were they were already at the library. If not yet, then they would be soon.
The radio crackled and Spence asked, “You want me to take the call so you can go check on her?”
Judd considered it but ultimately rejected the idea. Autumn should be safe enough in the library proper. Domestic calls were some of the diciest cops could take. He wasn’t about to let Spence go in alone, especially when the guy was doing him a favor.
“Nah, I’ll go with you. She’ll be okay.”
“I’m following you.”
Before pulling out of the lot, Judd sent a quick text to Autumn. Vultures have descended. Do NOT leave on your own. I’ll be by as soon as I finish dealing with this call.
He just hoped like hell he could resolve this situation with Harley fast and peacefully.



CHAPTER 16
A UTUMN HELD IT TOGETHER long enough to pack her small box of stuff. A decade of giving her all to this job and her things fit into a carton not even half the size of a banker’s box. How sad was that? She promised Livia she’d call later and made her escape. Not until she backed out the swinging front door did she remember it would be another three hours before Judd would be available to take her home. Most of his officers were in Jackson for training until tomorrow, so she’d been under library arrest, as it were. Juggling the box to one side, she dug one-handed for her phone to text and ask him what he wanted her to do.
“Miss Buchanan, do you have any comment on your father’s release?”
“Miss Buchanan, is it true you based Cooper Danes on the now current Chief of Police?”
“How do you feel about having your pen name outted?”
Autumn froze as questions peppered her from all sides. Microphones and cameras were shoved in her face as the throngs descended on her. The air in her lungs seemed to harden, along with the muscles in her legs. She couldn’t make herself go back into the library and couldn’t seem to force herself to push forward through the mass of reporters. Flashbacks to the trial flickered through her mind. She started to shake.
“Are you and the Chief now an item?”
“Miss Buchanan, have you and your father reconciled?”
An arm wrapped around her and a taller body urged hers forward. “Let’s go,” a low, gravely voice murmured.
Autumn froze. Slowly, she turned her head to look over her shoulder in disbelief. It was Jebediah with an arm around her. Jebediah trying to lead her.
“Mr. Buchanan, do you believe your time served is sufficient recompense for nearly killing your daughter’s lover?”
She stumbled back. “What are you doing?”
“Trying to get you through this mob.”
She didn’t know what to think about that, didn’t know what to feel about the fact that he was here, at her place of employment—former—in direct violation of the restraining order. What did he want?
Dimly, she was aware of the sudden silence as cameras and recorders rolled. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”
Irritation flickered over his gaunt face. Irritation, but not the rage she’d learned to expect as a child. “Must you always defy me?”
He sounded tired and looked bone weary, likely from whatever cancer was eating away at him. For a fleeting instant, she thought about what he’d said to Judd, that he’d come back to make amends with her. And then she couldn’t think because the mob of reporters pressed closer, sucking up all the oxygen.
“You aren’t supposed to be anywhere near me.” She said it as much to the media as her father.
“Be reasonable, girl.” Jebediah reached out, trying to take her arm.
Autumn flinched back from the touch, her mind’s eye seeing a fist where there was none.
“Stay away from her!” Another, taller man was suddenly between her and her father, hands curled to fists.
Jebediah stepped back, lifting his palms in surrender.
Her rescuer turned, one hand shoving glasses back up the bridge of his nose.
“Mark?”
“Are you okay?”
“I…” She didn’t know what she was. The crush of people was suffocating and the confrontation with her father had her vibrating with tension. She couldn’t think, could barely breathe.
Mark’s eyes softened a fraction in sympathy as he looked at her, then hardened again as he glared at the gaggle of reporters. “Back off, all of you.” His voice rang with an authority she’d never heard from him before. It made him seem somehow bigger, more powerful than she’d always seen him. Autumn wondered if this was his lecture voice. In the face of it, the crowd did, indeed, back up a few paces.
Jebediah held his ground, watching with an inscrutable expression. But he said nothing more, made no move to approach her again.
Gently, Mark cupped a hand beneath her elbow. “Are you coming or going?”
“Going. Definitely going.”
“Okay then. Let’s get out of here.”
He led her toward the parking lot. None of the assembled reporters seemed willing to brave his death stare. Who knew mild-mannered Mark Caulfield had a death stare?
“Where’s your car?”
“I don’t have it with me. Judd dropped me off at work this morning.”
“I’ll drive you. Where do you need to go? Police station? Home?”
She wanted Judd. But he had work. Failing that, she really wanted Nanna, but she wasn’t about to ask Mark to drive her all the way to Lawley. “I could really use some therapeutic pastries and caffeine.”
“The Daily Grind it is.” Mark unlocked his older model Explorer and immediately started tossing piles of papers from the front seat to the back. “Excuse the mess. I don’t often have passengers.” He grabbed the camera bag and tossed it into the backseat.
“It’s no problem. I appreciate the rescue.” The words came out on autopilot. She looked back toward the building to see if Jebediah was there or if the reporters had followed. If they’d press her again, but so far, they’d held back. Hand on the door, she braced herself for the moment the seat was empty, then vaulted inside.
Mark didn’t speak again until they were on their way. “So…why the therapeutic pastries? Because of the reporters? Your dad?”
Still nervy, Autumn shot a quick look at Mark.
His cheeks flushed. “Okay, I admit I heard some stuff and did a little poking. What you went through was—well, I’m sorry for it. But I recognized him from the pictures I saw from the trial. He’s a lot older now, and he looks sick, but still. You looked…distressed.”
“That’s one word for it.” Her father had touched her. Put an arm around her. When was the last time he’d actually laid hands on her for anything but a form of punishment? A wisp of a memory floated through her mind. A picnic. Riding on her father’s shoulders, while her mother laughed and picked daisies for a chain. The image was so dim she wasn’t even sure it was real.
“You don’t have to talk about it.”
Of course she wasn’t going to talk about her father. Then she realized he’d asked about why the therapeutic pastries. Autumn found that she did want to talk about that to someone who might have a sympathetic ear. She took a breath. “Although my father and the media are enough to make me want to take that coffee with a heavy shot of Irish, that’s not the crux of why I’m upset. Or wasn’t. I got fired today.”
“Fired? Why?” His voice rang with shock.
She dropped her head back against the seat. “Because there are a lot of narrow-minded, prudish people without enough legitimate concerns to occupy their time.”
“So people objected to your book?” This time he merely shrugged at her look. “I was at the senior center that day.”
“Don’t remind me.” Autumn covered her face with her hands. “I’m trying to block the entire experience from my mind. I never wanted people to know about them.”
“Hey, don’t be ashamed of what you’ve done. It takes real guts to write a book. More to actually do anything with it. And even more to make a legitimate success of it.”
Autumn peeked at him through her fingers. “How would you know I’ve made a success of it?”
“People wouldn’t have their panties in a wad if you hadn’t,” he argued. “I’d wager they’re as angry about your success as they are about the subject matter. Or more likely they’re angry about your success because of your subject matter. If you’d penned a cozy mystery, with a librarian heroine who found herself at the center of a string of murders based off famous literary works, nobody would have anything to complain about.”
“You make an excellent point.” No, she’d created a journalist who’d written about truths people didn’t want to acknowledge and been fired for it.
Mark pulled into a parking space by the coffee shop. “Come on. Let me buy you that therapeutic coffee and a lemon square. A little birdie told me they’re your favorite.”
Livia.
While they stood in line, Autumn dug her phone out and found a text from Judd.
Vultures have descended. Do NOT leave on your own. I’ll be by as soon as I finish dealing with this call.
She thumbed a reply back. Too late. Had to leave. Got fired. Reporters sieged. Mark rescued me. I’m at The Grind.
Neither of them spoke again until they settled into a corner booth upstairs, away from the crowds. She felt steadier in the quiet, with the warm mug clasped between her hands and her back to a corner where she could see what was coming.
“Better?” Mark asked softly.
“Yeah. Thanks.” She was surprised to realize she was. Not fully, but she wasn’t shaking anymore, wasn’t panicking or on the cusp of a flashback. “I really do appreciate you coming to my rescue. Although you didn’t get whatever you came to the library for.”
“It’s nothing that can’t wait. Let’s just both be grateful I was in the right place at the right time.” He lifted his own coffee in a toast.
The moment struck her with a hard sense of déja vu. It was the sort of meet cute she’d imagined for Darcy and Fletcher. In another life, if things hadn’t changed with Judd, she might really have gone for Mark. Or at least tried to.
Better for both of us I’m in this life.
Now that the immediate threat was past, she didn’t know what to say. Mark was actually looking at her instead of past her shoulder or somewhere else in the room. Maybe he was getting past the embarrassment of rejection. She ought to try to cultivate an actual friendship. He’d just stuck his neck out for her, after all, and she still felt bad about how things had turned out.
“So do you have some secret trunk novel hanging out somewhere?” she asked.
“Me?”
“Yeah. Some military epic or maybe a spy thriller set during the Cold War. Or maybe an alternate history saga, like what would’ve happened if the South won the Civil War.”
He tapped long, slim fingers against his mug. “I suppose everybody thinks they have at least one book in them.”
“What’s yours?”
“If I were going to write one, I’d probably go the alternate history route. Sometimes thinking about how things might have been is a lot better than how they really turned out.”
Something in the statement made her think he wasn’t talking about a book. Then she told herself she was just being paranoid. “Which time period would you choose? I know you’ve got a particular fondness for the Civil War.”
“I’d go with something rather more contemporary.”
Before she could ask more about that, the pounding of boots on the stairs interrupted the conversation.
Judd looked ready for battle as he burst onto the second floor. He’d crossed the room, tugged her up and into his arms almost before she could blink. “Are you okay?”
Autumn let herself relax into him, taking the strength he offered without question. The tension unraveled, leaving her exhausted. She wanted home, to curl up with him and with Boudreaux until her world righted itself again. “Been better. But I’m not hurt and not further traumatized. Mark took care of that. I think he actually scared some of the reporters.”
A new respect lingered in Judd’s eyes as he shifted her to one arm so he could offer the other hand to Mark to shake. “My thanks.”
“My pleasure to be of assistance.”
“Damned bunch of nosy bastards ambushed me at the police station, too. I’d have been here sooner, but I had a domestic dispute that turned nasty.”
Alarmed, Autumn asked, “Is everyone okay?”
“The husband is a little worse for the wear. I had Spence haul him to the station. I’ve got to go by there to finish taking care of the formalities, but I wanted to come get you first.”
Autumn looked at the untouched lemon square, then back at Mark.
“It seems my services are no longer required.” He scooped up his messenger bag. “Why don’t you get yourself a little to-go box while I get your box of stuff from my car?”
“Thanks again, Mark.”
“Anytime. Just glad I could help.”
He headed down the stairs.
“I guess his crush on you paid off,” Judd observed.
“In a big way. He interrupted Jebediah.”
Judd went ramrod straight. “What?”
“Let’s go get my stuff. I’ll tell you about it when we get back to the station.”
    
They didn’t go back to the station. Spence radioed to say that the mob was still there and suggested Judd go to ground and remain on call. The situation wasn’t ideal. With so few of the department in town, he needed to be available to do his job. Judd considered holing up at his parents’ house, but his cruiser was a dead giveaway and he didn’t want to lead the reporters there. So, trusting that dispatch would notify him if he was needed, he took a circuitous route home to make sure they didn’t have a tail. On the way, he listened as Autumn told him about her latest encounter with her father.
Judd squeezed the steering wheel until his knuckles went white. “He laid a hand on you.” He’d sworn Jebediah would never get that chance again.
“But not to hurt. I don’t know what he’d have done if he’d gotten me away, but in the moment his actions would seem to support what he told you when you brought him in for questioning that first time. That he wants to make amends.”
Judd shot her a look. “Do you really believe that?”
“I don’t know what to believe. For all I know, it was a show for the press to cover his true motives. It just threw me. I can’t remember the last time he touched me for anything other than knocking me back in line. Or trying, anyway.”
Judd hated the casual way she mentioned it. Hated that the abuse had been so much a part of her life.
I should’ve gotten her away sooner. I should’ve picked her up bodily and hauled her away long before that day.
But a part of him knew that Jebediah would’ve followed, might’ve brought the violence to his parents’ door. That was a horror that didn’t bear consideration. The reality had been bad enough.
“It’s a violation of the restraining order,” he said flatly. “But it’s not enough to get him put away again. If we had anything to tie him to the arson or the crossbow or even the prowling, I could make a case for it. But there’s nothing.”
Autumn laid a hand on his arm. “You just haven’t found it yet. You will. You’ll make your case.”
Judd wasn’t so sure. He’d spent his entire career preparing to take this man down whenever he got out of prison, and after nearly three weeks, he had nothing but questions that didn’t add up. He needed a new angle. Some other way to shuffle the pieces until something clicked.
After greeting an ecstatic Boudreaux, Autumn announced she wanted to change. Judd trailed her upstairs, watching as she lifted her shirt up and off the moment she stepped into the bedroom.
He loved that. Loved that she wasn’t awkward or abashed. She felt at home.
His eyes skimmed over her back, automatically tracing the scar from her heart surgery. He hated what she’d gone through to get it, hated that she’d been so near death. But he loved it, too, because it meant she’d lived. She’d lived and healed, even thrived, rising above her origins to become this beautiful, vibrant woman. To become his.
He’d crossed the room before he realized, catching her softly by the shoulders and bending to press his lips to that scar. There were others, scars that didn’t show on her creamy flesh, that ran deeper, older. Remnants from carefully delivered beatings designed not to leave a permanent mark. He skimmed his lips over her skin, everything in him needing to erase her memories of pain, to replace them with tenderness.
Autumn dropped the shirt as he slid one strap of her bra down. “What if you get called in?”
“I’m going to be an optimist and say I won’t be.” Judd unfastened the clasp of her bra and let it slither down her arms, to the floor. Sliding his hands around her waist, he drew her back against him. “I need this. I need you.”
Autumn turned in his arms, eyes searching his as she reached for the buttons of his shirt. He set the duty belt aside and shrugged out of the shirt, the Kevlar vest, and the undershirt. Her hand reached out to trace the puckered knot of his own scar, and she echoed his movement, leaning forward to lay her lips over it.
His heart kicked into a faster rhythm, strong and steady beneath her kiss. For her. Always for her.
Taking her hands, he drew her out of the closet, toward the big bed they shared. He wanted room, wanted time, to linger, savor. He laid his palm over her heart, feeling the healthy thud of it quicken as he spread his fingers to stroke over her breasts. They pearled at his touch.
She sighed, gliding her hands over his chest. “I’ll never get tired of touching you. Of having the right to.”
Judd caught one of her hands, kept his eyes on hers as he pressed a kiss to her palm. “All that I am, all that I have, is yours. Always.”
“Judd.” Voice drenched with emotion, she rose to him, twining her arm around his shoulder. “I’ve always been yours.”
The kiss tasted of promises, past and future. Judd wanted to make them to her in front of family and friends. When this was all over, when the danger was done, he’d see about that.
For now, in the golden afternoon light, he laid her back on the bed, pleasuring them both with long, drugging kisses. With focused intensity, he pulled her under, then drove her slowly up, until she quaked under his hands and slid shuddering over the first peak.
As the shadows lengthened, he took her up again, worshiping every inch with aching tenderness. When his name was a plea on her lips, at last he covered her body with his, slipping inside her for the long, gentle rise. Breaths caught, skin slicked, but he didn’t hurry the pace. And in the stolen afternoon, he gave her everything he was.



CHAPTER 17
STARTING HER MORNING WITH lovemaking had quickly become Autumn’s favorite way to begin the day. But the fight they’d started after was really killing her afterglow.
“I’m not going with you to work,” she insisted. “I’ll just be in the way. And your officers have better things to do than babysit me.”
“Then you go to Mom or Dad or Leo or Eli.”
“Reporters are roaming all over town. They’re going to mob me wherever I go. I’m not going to have them interfering with your department, the paper, or anybody else’s job in the name of chasing a story. Now that my library job is gone, I need to finish this book more than ever, and I need quiet to do it.”
“You can’t stay here alone.”
“I don’t intend to. I want to go to the farm, see Pop and Nanna. I need to get out of town. I’m feeling stir crazy looking over my shoulder here. Nanna wants to see me, and the press won’t look for me there. I could pack a bag, spend a day or two.” Or maybe not. Fight or no fight, she’d gotten used to sleeping with him again and wasn’t sure how sleeping alone would go. She just flat didn’t want to be away from him that long.
“I don’t—” He broke off as his phone rang. “Hamilton.” His face smoothed out into his cop stare as he listened to the voice on the other end. “Yes ma’am, I’ll be there. Nine-thirty.”
“What’s going on?”
“City Council meeting.”
Autumn frowned. “There wasn’t one on the books, was there?”
“No. They want to talk about my performance as interim Chief.”
“All the more reason for me to be out of the way. They’re bound to be unhappy with you for putting so many police resources into my protection.”
Judd’s jaw took on a belligerent set. “Your safety is my top priority. I haven’t neglected the rest of the town because of it.”
Autumn moved into him, keeping her voice gentle. “I never said you had. But in case their feathers are ruffled about it, be able to honestly say you aren’t tying things up with me today.”
Though he didn’t soften, his arms came around her. “I don’t like it.”
She snuggled in, stroking his back to soothe. “I know you don’t. It doesn’t make my plan any less practical.”
He heaved a sigh, and she knew he was weakening. “I don’t have time to take you all the way to Lawley and get back for that meeting.”
“I’m not asking you to. I’m perfectly capable of driving myself. It’s a straight shot. Forty-five minutes. I’ll lock the doors and call you when I get there. It’s a last-minute plan. No one knows about it but you. And, of course, Nanna, when I call. Reporters won’t have a chance to get wind of it. Really, it’s the perfect solution.”
“Nothing about this is perfect.”
It was Autumn’s turn to sigh. “Judd, please. I know you’re worried, but I’m suffocating here.” When he stiffened, she hurried to explain. “Not with you. Never with you. Just this whole situation, being under house arrest. I need some room to breathe somewhere I’m not worried every other minute.”
“Fine. Call Nanna. See what she says.”
Nanna was totally on board.
“Come on! Stay as long as you like. I’ll see you when you get here. I’ve even got the last of the purple hull peas we put up. I’ll put them on, and we’ll have a bowl with some cornbread for lunch.”
Autumn gave a groan of appreciation. “You do love me. I’ll see you in a little over an hour.” She hung up and arched both brows at Judd. “Satisfied?”
“I’d rather you not stay gone overnight.”
She paused in the process of slipping her phone into her purse. “Do you think someone might try to get to me there?”
“No. I wouldn’t let you go at all, if I thought that.” The hard lines of his face softened as he reached for her. “I just don’t want to sleep without you.”
Well didn’t that just turn her heart to goo? “I don’t want to sleep without you either. So I’ll come back tonight. We’ll talk later. You can let me know what your day shapes up to look like, and I’ll time the return trip to get home when you do.”
With a modicum of additional grumbling and a lot more orders and cautions, he finally agreed. They both took another minute or two to fuss over Boudreaux, pulling out his favorite toys, checking his water.
Judd walked her out to her car, giving her a lingering kiss he probably didn’t have time for. “Be careful. And call me when you get there. Actually call. Don’t rely on a text to get through.”
“I will. I’ve got my taser. And my locator app is on.” She cupped his cheeks. “I love you. Good luck with the City Council.”
“I love you, too.”
Then she was on her way and finally, blessedly, alone.
Autumn hadn’t been entirely truthful when she’d said he wasn’t suffocating her. She loved him so much, but she’d lived alone for a very long time. As glorious as the past few weeks with him had been, circumstances had dictated very little time to herself. Once the case was resolved, he’d relax and give her more of the space she craved. For now, she was looking forward to the drive and the chance to decompress a bit.
Because she was belting out Lady Antebellum’s latest album, Autumn was halfway to Lawley before she really noticed the truck. Had it been there since she left Wishful or turned on at Chapel Springs? Certainly, it had been behind her for the past several miles. But this was the main route to Lawley, the county seat. There was no reason to be alarmed that someone was taking the same route. Lots of people had reason to go there.
Still, something about the vehicle bothered her. It was just a truck. Maybe ten years old, a nondescript gray, with a brush guard across the grill and mud spattered across the headlights. Like half the trucks in the state, this one obviously had a lift kit installed. It was far taller than her car, sitting up at such an angle that she couldn’t see the driver for the glare on the window. Maybe that’s what was bugging her. The faceless driver, like that eighteen wheeler in that ridiculous Stephen King movie from the 80s that she and Judd had watched back in high school. What was it called? Something Overdrive… Horror had never been her genre of choice.
Because she couldn’t shake the prickle, Autumn decided to take the next county road she came to. Plenty of them criss-crossed the highway and the rest of the county and most were low traveled. The likelihood that this guy would take the same turn was slim. So she’d turn, let him drive on by, and she’d turn around and get back on the road to Nanna’s with no more than a few minutes’ detour.
Slowing, Autumn made the turn at a sign for deer processing. Several car lengths behind her, she expected to see the truck roll right on down the highway. Instead, it slowed and turned onto the county road behind her. Her heart bumped hard in her chest.
Okay. Okay, this is not a crisis. I’ll just keep driving until I come to a house where someone is obviously home. I’ll pull in the driveway, and he’ll keep going.
But the county road turned from blacktop to gravel and there were no houses, just endless acres of farmland and a few ramshackle barns. The deer processing sign must’ve been old and out of date. If she pulled onto one of the rutted side roads, she had no way of knowing where any of them went. He could block her in.
Regretting her decision to detour instead of heading straight for a populated area, Autumn reached for her phone in the cup holder.
Behind her, a big engine roared. Her body whipped as her car was struck from behind. She screamed and the phone fell from her hand, sliding across the passenger side floorboard.
On the stereo, Hillary Scott sang about love coming in circles.
It had come in circles back to her, and she’d be damned if she’d give it up to this asshole.
Clamping both hands on the wheel, Autumn struggled to gain control of her vehicle, coming out of the fishtail and flooring the gas. Her car shimmied some more in the loose gravel, before finally finding purchase and leaping forward. The truck gunned its engine, already closing the distance again, its knobby tires much better suited to the back road.
“C’mon, c’mon!” She urged her little car faster as she shot up a hill.
Behind her, the truck closed in again, the brush guard ramming into her bumper again. Her car lost its tenuous grip on the road, catching air at the crest of the hill.
For an endless moment, she seemed suspended. It was long enough for the horror and grief to close in on her, along with whispered apologies that Judd would never hear. Then her car plummeted to earth, hitting on one side with a bone jarring rattle. The airbag exploded and the car continued its crashing roll. Then Autumn’s head struck something and everything went black.
    
Made it!
Judd stared at Autumn’s text and scowled. He’d told her to call, damn it. At the hurry-up gesture from Mayor Crawford’s personal assistant, he flipped the phone to silent and shoved it back into his pocket. He’d have to call her after he’d dealt with whatever they were about to dump in his lap.
Rolling his shoulders to try and release some tension, he walked into the conference room. This wasn’t the sort of performance review he was used to. Likely they wouldn’t be going over his cases, his close rate. He hadn’t even been in the job long enough for there to be a follow through conviction rate based on his investigations. Because investigations were no longer a primary focus of his job. Not directly.
Mayor Sandra Crawford sat at the head of the table, flanked on either side by the five City Council members and her personal assistant, Avery. They’d been in much the same configuration when he’d been brought in three weeks ago to take the job. His shoulders tightened up again because they looked every bit as grave now. This didn’t look good.
Understanding his role in all of this, Judd sat in the remaining chair at the opposite end of the table from Sandra, facing both her and the Council.
“Chief Hamilton, thank you for joining us,” Sandra began.
The radio at his shoulder crackled. With one ear, he listened to the call from dispatch about the fender bender on Lawson Street, heard Darius take it.
“Could you turn that off, please?” Sandra asked.
That was tantamount to being blind to what was going on in his town. Judd didn’t like it. But conscious of the need to play nice here, he hit the call button on the handset at his shoulder and hailed his dispatcher. “Inez, I’m going radio silent. If anybody needs me, I’m at City Hall for a meeting.”
“Got it, Chief.”
Judd switched the radio off and immediately felt the weight of silence descend on the room.
“Thank you. Let’s get started.”
They began with the budget.
“It’s been an expensive few weeks,” Hank van Buren observed. “Totaled cruiser, training courses, the cost of bringing on reserve officers while most of the department was attending the training. And I see here another equipment request?”
“First, what you have in your hands is an inventory of the department’s equipment, outlining the condition of our resources and making recommendations about the extent and order of replacement as the budget allows in the future.” It had been a project he’d assigned to the rookie since Raines was riding the desk with his injuries. “It’s for information purposes. Second, the training for my officers was long overdue. We are, thankfully, generally a sleepy town, but that’s no excuse for ignorance of current investigative techniques. We hope they aren’t called into practice, but in the event that they are, we ought to be prepared to do the job to the best of our abilities. And third, I had no way of knowing Officer Raines would panic when faced with a cow in the road. The loss of the cruiser is unfortunate, as are his injuries, since it leaves us short staffed on patrol duties, but it is what it is.”
“When you were appointed to this position, you were informed that the position was probationary, pending review of your performance.” Connie Lockwood folded her hands. “How do you feel that performance has been?”
For fuck’s sake, really?
“I have never given this department anything but my all, as I believe my record indicates.”
“What about the execution of your duties as pertains to Jebediah Buchanan?” asked Ed Falk.
Judd fought to keep his hands from curling to fists on the table. “My duty pertaining to Jebediah Buchanan, or any convicted felon released back into our community, is to make certain they cause no harm or disruption to the community, most especially the victims impacted by that release.”
“A noble intention, but surely you’re somewhat biased in this particular case,” Hank suggested.
“Bias has nothing to do with the facts.”
“Doesn’t it? Does it really justify round the clock guard of one person, when the department is, as you’ve already indicated, short-staffed?”
“Mr. Van Buren, if someone tried to murder your wife and was then released from prison, coincidentally the same day your house burned to the ground, I assure you, I’d be arranging around the clock guard for her as well.”
“But you haven’t managed to tie Jebediah Buchanan to the fire,” Grace Handeford said.
“The investigation is ongoing and not a matter of public record. There’s been a documented string of harassment aimed at Autumn since Jebediah’s release. And in case you missed it, the fire also burned the home of another Wishful resident. There’s no way of knowing how escalation could affect others in town, so my use of departmental resources is not just for Autumn.”
“How many officers are assigned to Miss Buchanan today?” Hank asked.
“None.”
“Not even with all the reporters roaming town?”
“Against my better judgment, no. While the press is a definite nuisance, they generally do not justify protective custody.”
Hank scribbled something on his legal pad.
In Judd’s pocket, his phone vibrated. Autumn finally calling to check-in? He itched to check but knew better than to pull the phone out in the middle of all this.
“What about the reason they’re in town to begin with?” Connie asked. “These books she wrote.” Her tone dripped with contempt.
Judd was willing to bet she’d been one of the people to sign the petition that got Autumn fired. “That has no bearing on today’s proceedings.”
“No?” She feigned surprise.
“Fiction has no bearing on my ability to do my job.”
“I’m afraid I disagree. It impacts how the public perceives you, and this position is one that demands respect.”
Judd ground his teeth. “With all due respect, ma’am, that’s ludicrous. My record with this department stands. My actions, both as an officer and as Chief of Police, have been exemplary.” He’d stand by that statement with his hand on a stack of Bibles.
Sandra held up a hand. “Okay, I think we’re veering a little off topic here.”
“Respectfully, madam Mayor, what is the topic? Why am I here? Are you actually dissatisfied with the performance of my duties?”
“We simply have concerns,” she said easily. “Chief Curry had reservations about our putting you in this position. We’re merely exploring those. We have continued with the nationwide search and have two other candidates for the permanent position. The first was interviewed last week and the second should be arriving any minute now.”
That was news to Judd. But he’d been far too occupied with the actual execution of the job to concern himself with the politics.
“We’re just gathering information in order to make a final decision in short order,” Ed added.
So his tenure as Chief might be drawing to a close? Judd couldn’t deny the sense of relief he felt at that. He didn’t want the job anymore, not beyond closing out this case, seeing Autumn safe. But he couldn’t have his authority ripped away just yet.
Cam Crawford, the youngest Councilman and Sandra’s son, finally spoke. “You’ve got to admit, things have been rather personal the last few weeks.”
“We live in a town of five thousand people. There’s no such thing as doing the job here without getting personal. Getting personal is half of what allows me to do the job well. It’s what allows you to do your jobs. People and their connection to each other are a huge part of what makes Wishful what it is. That’s exactly what your wife-to-be is always preaching.”
“We’re just concerned that being so personally involved limits your objectivity,” Grace said.
“Have there been complaints about my performance?” Judd demanded. “Documentation that I have somehow shirked my duties?” He knew his tone had slid past respect and well into belligerence, but he couldn’t seem to stop it. He had zero tolerance for anyone questioning his integrity.
“We’re just trying to—”
The door flew open, effectively cutting Sandra off. Judd automatically surged to his feet as Clint burst into the room.
“Couldn’t get you on the phone.”
“What’s going on?”
“Sheriff’s Department radioed. There’s been an accident.”
Judd’s blood turned to ice, the sharp shards of it stabbing through his whole body as he waited for Clint to finish.
“The scene’s still being processed, but Judd, it looks like someone ran Autumn off the road. Her car flipped.”
No.
Hanging on to the last bit of his control, Judd managed, “Is she—”
“She’s gone. Not dead,” Clint rushed to add. “She’s not on the scene. I—they don’t think she walked away on her own.”
The strength went out of Judd’s legs, almost dropping him to his knees.
I shouldn’t have let her go. I shouldn’t have taken her protective detail off. A dozen other recriminations rang in his head. But they didn’t matter. Only action mattered. Because the son of a bitch had taken her.
Rage burned through the paralyzing ice.
“Where?”
“Some random county road halfway to Lawley.”
Why the hell hadn’t she been on the highway? He’d figure it out. He had to figure it out.
Turning back to the City Council he said, “The personal’s interfering with my objectivity, huh?”
A few of them had the grace to look abashed.
“I’m done here. You do whatever the fuck you need to do about the job. I don’t care anymore. Because I will go to hell itself to bring her back, with or without the badge.”
He stalked out with barely a glance at the cool-eyed stranger in the hall. Autumn was in danger and the clock was ticking on finding her alive.



CHAPTER 18
“C OME ON, BABY.” THE voice sounded familiar and very far away.
Chasing it took too much effort, so Autumn let it slide, choosing instead to sink back into the black.
“You have to wake up. Please.” Worry laced the tone.
Instinctively wanting to reassure, she fought through the suffocating dark. Breaking back into consciousness brought with it a stunning pain. Everything ached. She nearly dove under again, but she felt the warm hand clasping hers, felt the tremble in those fingers.
“Please wake up.”
She forced her eyes open, almost slamming them closed again at the onslaught of light.
“Darcy.” Relief saturated his voice and his hand tightened on hers.
Risking another glance, she turned toward the familiar voice, waiting for the fuzzy image to resolve itself into a person.
His hair was in total disarray and his shirt was spattered with blood. The sleeve was torn. His face looked wrong somehow, despite the concern in those pale blue eyes.
His glasses. He’s not wearing his glasses.
“Mark?” Her voice sounded rough as tree bark.
He frowned reaching out to smooth the hair back from her face. “You must’ve hit your head harder than I thought. It’s Fletcher, baby.”
“Fletcher? I don’t…”
Her brain was so fuzzy. Had he called her Darcy? Maybe she was caught in some kind of whacked out dream. But she couldn’t remember a dream ever hurting this badly.
“There was an accident. Manigault ran you off the road. I don’t know how he found out about the article, but he’s bound and determined to stop you from publishing that list of people in the administration who are involved.”
Manigault?
She struggled to remember. Pieces came back to her. The truck. Turning off the highway. Not being able to turn around. Being rammed from behind.
“Nothing’s broken. You’re scraped up some, pretty bruised. And you’ve probably got a concussion, but we can’t get to the doctors to check.”
“Why not?” It was a dream, so at this point she expected to hear almost anything.
“It’s not safe. I barely got you away. We had to go to ground and hide.”
“Hide?” she repeated. She couldn’t keep up. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to. She hadn’t gotten this far in the narrative, hadn’t finished plotting out the final climactic sequence.
“It’s the only way to keep you safe. I did that, Darcy. I saved you. Cooper isn’t the only one who can protect you. There’s no reason to fall back into old patterns with him, just because of that. You’re meant to be with me. I’ll protect you. I swear it.”
Okay, lucid dreaming with the character I didn’t pick as the final love interest. He’s pissed. I get it.
It didn’t feel like a dream, but the alternative was too bizarre for Autumn’s battered brain to contemplate. For now, she’d play along, see if she couldn’t take control of the dream narrative. She did that sometimes, hanging out in that half asleep, half awake state where she was still dreaming. Sometimes she could nudge events to change them.
She tried to sit up and felt every muscle in her body protest.
“Whoa there. Easy.” Mark…Fletcher? helped her get vertical on the sofa.
“Could I have some water?”
“Of course.” He leapt to his feet, and she took the opportunity to look around.
The cabin was one room. A full-size bed was tucked off into one corner. The door to a tiny bathroom stood ajar. The couch she sat on was a God-awful Naugahyde monstrosity she absolutely had to remember to describe when she woke up. It faced a little fireplace that probably served as the only source of heat in the place come winter. A tan and brown window AC unit stirred the tepid air from one of the three windows in the place. There was only one door.
The galley kitchen held a rough wood island that looked as if the pieces had been hacked out of the wilderness with a machete. A set of plain, camping style dishes sat on a shelf above the little counter. Mark—she couldn’t make her brain think of him as Fletcher—grabbed one of the speckled tin cups and filled it from the faucet, opening the freezer of the avocado green fridge and adding a few cubes of ice from a plastic tray. He brought the water back.
She sipped slowly, grateful for the cool slide of liquid down her throat. “Where are we?” A hunting cabin. That much was obvious.
“My great uncle’s place. He died a couple of years ago and left it to me. It’s in the middle of nowhere, far enough out that Manigault shouldn’t be able to track us.”
Not a detail she’d planted in the story, but who knew what other secrets Fletcher had been keeping? It wouldn’t be the first time a character surprised her with something useful.
“So, what, we’re going to just hole up here like the Alamo and wait? How will we defend ourselves?”
“I’m armed.” He said it simply, with no explanation, and that bothered her. She’d never designed Fletcher to be comfortable with weapons.
“We can’t just leave Manigault to continue his reign of terror.”
“You’re in no shape to go head-to-head with him right now.”
Dream or no dream, that was the absolute truth. At the moment, she wasn’t even certain she could stand. Her ankle throbbed. Only sprained, she hoped. He’d wrapped it in an elastic bandage.
“I did what I could with the first aid supplies I had. How are you feeling?” His expression of concern was mixed with a sort of fretful hope, as if waiting for some kind of praise for his efforts.
“Like I’ve been hit by a truck. But I’ll live, thanks to you.”
He came back to sit beside her. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to you sooner. I should’ve come for you the moment I realized you were a target.” Gently, he cupped her cheek, brushing against some scrape or other.
Autumn winced and pulled back. “I’ve pissed off a lot of people in my time as a journalist. Telling the truth does that. It’s never been enough to stop me. But we’re in over our heads at this point. We should go to the police. The FBI. Something.”
“The authorities can’t be trusted. There’s a mole in the department, hampering the investigation.”
Again, not a detail she’d planted, although not a bad idea. She filed that one away, too, for when she woke up and got back to the book.
“Who?”
He looked away. “You’re not ready to hear this.”
Autumn set the water aside. “Tell me.”
Mark sighed and took both her hands in his. “It’s Cooper.”
She jerked her hands away and stared at him. “You’re insane. Cooper would never—”
“You don’t want to see the truth about him,” Mark snapped, and there was more than jealousy in his gaze. Something dark glittered behind his eyes.
That, too, bothered her. But this didn’t seem to be one of the dreams she could control.
“You’re too personally involved, too blinded where he’s concerned. But he’s been in on it all along. Who else could so effectively control the investigation? Cover Manigault’s tracks?”
“You’re trying to tell me Cooper’s the one who ran me off the road?”
“No. Manigault did that himself because you were getting too close. I concede he’d never physically hurt you. But he’s involved, Darcy. When we take down Manigault, Cooper’s going down with the rest.”
Okay, this little detour was nowhere in her subconscious. Whatever else she’d written about Cooper, he was a man of integrity and unshakable principles. He’d never be colluding with the villain. Which meant that either the concussion was screwing with her ability to plot or…
Her heart began to thud. “What time is it?”
Mark looked startled by the change in topic.
“What time is it? How long have I been unconscious?” she asked.
“A few hours. It’s nearly noon.”
“Where’s my purse? I have to have my purse.”
“Darcy, calm down. Why do you need your purse?”
“Because I have a heart condition and my meds are in there.” She rubbed at the tightness in her chest.
“Your purse is back at the accident site. I couldn’t get to it when I pulled you out. But it’s fine. I’ve got your meds right here.”
He crossed to the bathroom, opening the mirror to reveal a small medicine cabinet. A moment later, he handed over a couple of pill bottles. She flipped them over, read the labels.
Autumn Buchanan.
If this were a dream, wouldn’t they say Darcy McClintock?
“Where did you get these?” she asked.
“I snagged them for you. Been hanging on to them for just in case. Good thing, huh?” He smiled, pleased with himself.
Numb, she opened both bottles and shook out the necessary medication. She knew where he’d gotten them. From her kitchen counter. Before he set her house on fire.
With a shaking hand, she reached for the water again, swallowed the pills.
She wasn’t caught in a dream. She was living a nightmare.
    
The sight of Autumn’s crumpled car had bile rising in Judd’s throat. The crash could’ve killed her. The vehicle had rolled at least twice before a tree slowed it down. Blood streaked the airbag. Not a lot but enough.
But if she were already dead, he wouldn’t have taken the body. There’d be no reason to. And if he took her, she served some purpose to him alive. Judd had to believe that.
Still, a lot could happen in four hours. That was the estimate for how much time had passed since the wreck. Which meant that the text he’d gotten before his City Council meeting had been sent by someone other than Autumn to throw him off the trail.
If he’d just called her back right then…
Then what? The kidnapper wouldn’t have answered. Neither would Autumn. He might’ve called Nanna directly. Might have found out an hour sooner that she’d never arrived at the farm. Even if he’d had sufficient suspicion to skip the meeting and go track her down, he’d still have been chasing his goddamned tail until a farmer from Chapel Springs happened down that lonely county road and saw the car.
What was she doing out here in the first place?
Another SUV pulled into the long line of vehicles stretching down the gravel road as Spence strode over. “Just got confirmation from the forensic guys. Those are Jebediah Buchanan’s prints on the car. Tyrell said he missed his check-in this morning.”
“Because he was busy abducting his daughter,” Judd growled. He called back to dispatch. “Where are we on the canvas at the Mockingbird Motel and surrounding area?”
Darius’s voice came back. “Nothing more specific than his car was here last night and not this morning. Still looking.”
“Somebody saw Buchanan leave, and I want to know who it was and when.” Judd knew he was all but snarling like a dog and couldn’t bring himself to care.
Spence laid a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll find her. Sheriff Riggs is mobilizing every available unit, every reserve officer. There’s already a regional BOLO out.”
Regional. Because in four hours, Jebediah could’ve driven her out of state, to Alabama, Arkansas, or Tennessee. Coordinating all those jurisdictions would be a nightmare.
“I can help with that.”
Judd turned to see the stranger he’d passed in City Hall. The competition, he realized. He noted the outline of a shoulder holster beneath the suit coat as well as the cowboy boots
“Ethan Greer. U.S. Marshal Service.” He flashed his credentials.
“What the hell is a federal marshal doing down here?” Spence asked.
Why was a federal marshal applying for a position as a small town chief of police? “He had business in town,” Judd said.
Something like approval flashed in those steel gray eyes. “I heard about the trouble and wanted to offer whatever assistance I could.”
A tall man, if not quite as broad as Judd, Greer exuded a quiet confidence. A man who could handle himself and didn’t feel the need to throw around his rank or his weight to prove it.
“I’m not here to step on any toes, Chief Hamilton. I just want to help.”
It was a county-level investigation, but everyone was looking to him for direction.
Judd extended a hand. “At this point, Marshal, I’d take help from the devil himself. Welcome aboard.” He made introductions to Spence.
“Catch me up.”
Judd gave him the overview, outlining the particulars Greer would need to know in order to tap his federal resources and expedite the coordination of agencies.
“And the victim, Autumn Buchanan, she’s your wife? Girlfriend?”
“She’s my everything,” Judd said quietly.
“Then we’ll find her. I’ll make some calls, get the ball rolling on the regional coordination.”
Judd scrubbed a hand over his head. “I don’t think he’s left the area. Tyrell said Jebediah’s stuff is still in his room at the motel. If he were planning on bolting, he would’ve taken his things.”
“So you’re thinking it was a crime of opportunity?” Greer asked.
“Maybe. But he’s a convicted felon on parole. Taking her across state lines is risky. Too much chance of being spotted. More likely he’s holed up somewhere. Probably somewhere still within the county. Before his conviction, he’d lived his whole life in Wachoxee County.”
“A lot could’ve changed while he was on the inside,” Spence observed.
“We’ve got six hundred square miles of woods and farmland. He doesn’t have to leave the area to find a place to hide.”
“That’s a lot of territory to cover. Needle in a fucking haystack without some kind of direction,” Spence said.
“Then we work on winnowing it down.” Judd radioed back to Wishful PD and put Raines on a property search, giving Jebediah’s name and the name of every Buchanan relative he could remember.
“It’s a start. But we need more eyes, more boots on the ground.”
“More eyes,” Judd muttered. “And I know how to get them.” He reached for the radio again. “Inez, organize a press conference in half an hour, out front of the station. Make copies of Jebediah Buchanan’s latest mug shot and find a recent picture of Autumn—there will be some in my office. See that they’re circulated by the time I get there.”
“Yes, Chief.”
Greer frowned. “How can you mobilize the media that quickly?”
“Because they’ve been camped out on my doorstep for days, like a bunch of damned blackbirds. I’m about to make them earn their keep.”
By the time Judd made it back, it seemed the ranks of reporters had tripled. Good. For once in his miserable dealings with them, he was grateful they seemed to multiply like weeds. He didn’t even hear the babble of shouted questions, just plowed through the center of them, with Spence, two other Wachoxee County deputies, and Ethan Greer bringing up the rear.
Inez met him inside the door. “Everything’s been passed out and set up as you asked.”
“Thank you, Inez. Has there been anything else?”
“We’ve made calls to all the hospitals and doctors in the area. And Raines thought to call all the pharmacies to be on the look out for anybody buying up large quantity of wound care supplies.”
Because Autumn was hurt, bleeding. “That was good thinking,” he choked out.
“Darius found someone else at the motel who is reasonably certain that Jebediah left sometime between 6:45 and 7:30 this morning. He’s working on finding corroborating evidence.”
“Maybe this will shake some out.”
“Wait, Judd.” The older woman laid a hand on his arm. “Your family is in the conference room.”
He’d have to deal with their shock and grief and fear. He was barely keeping his own in check. But he’d do what had to be done.
“I’ll see to them after.” Judd took a breath and stepped back outside.
The roar of questions began again. He just stood, glowering, until they silenced themselves.
“My name is Judd Hamilton. I am Chief of Police here in Wishful, Mississippi. There will be no questions. As of approximately 8:30 this morning, local woman Autumn Buchanan was run off the road in her 2010, white, Toyota Camry on County Road 384 in Wachoxee County. She was pulled from the wreckage of her car and abducted. It is believed she is in the company of Jebediah Buchanan, who is in direct violation of a restraining order. You should all have been provided with recent pictures of them both. He is a convicted felon, recently paroled. He may be armed and should be considered dangerous. Do not engage him yourself. If you have any information on the whereabouts of either of these individuals, please call either the Wishful Police Department or the Wachoxee County Sheriff’s office. That’s all.”
Despite his proclamation, questions burst out the moment he stopped speaking. Ignoring them all, Judd stepped back into the station.
“Spence, the incident board is in my office. Please bring Marshal Greer up to speed.”
“Got it.”
The two men disappeared, and Judd braced himself for what was coming.
Conference room was really a misnomer. The space served as meeting room, interrogation, storage, and break room, housing a mini fridge and a microwave. And right now it housed his family, who’d be out of their minds with worry.
He opened the door.
His mother was weeping on his father’s shoulder. God. He had to hold it together for her. Both the twins looked ready to break some heads.
“How bad is it?” Owen asked.
“We don’t know yet.”
“How could he get to her?” Patty asked, and Judd felt the question like an accusation.
He kept his voice as level as he could. “It seems he ran her off the road.”
“And no one saw?” Eli demanded.
“She wasn’t on the highway. We don’t know why yet.”
“Oh God,” Patty sobbed.
“What can we do?” Leo asked.
Judd thought of the six hundred square miles of territory they needed to cover and their total lack of leads. He wouldn’t tell them that, wouldn’t take away their hope.
“Call Nanna. Get on the phone to Aunt Annabelle and Uncle Nathaniel. You’re going to organize a family reunion.”
They all stared at him.
“Everybody,” Judd continued. “All the cousins. All the aunts and uncles. At the farm, for, say, weekend after next, if you can pull it together. You’re going to organize a family reunion and we’re going to celebrate. Because I’m bringing her home.” If it’s the last thing I ever do.



CHAPTER 19
M ARK HAD FINISHED THE third book. He’d taken the partial draft she’d written, when she’d intended for Darcy to end up with Fletcher, and he’d finished it out. Over the past twelve hours, she’d read it. Narratively, his solution to the plot problems that had been plaguing her wasn’t bad. It certainly wasn’t what she’d have done, but it was an interesting twist. The objective writer in Autumn could see that and appreciate the creativity involved.
The rest of her was trying not to flip out because the man was bat shit crazy—a fact made more difficult to cope with because she lay on the bed, trapped between him and the wall.
He’d insisted on sleeping on the outside to keep himself between her and anybody who might burst through the door. More likely it was to keep himself between her and the exit. Not that she was in any shape to make a break for it. Her ankle was banged up pretty badly. Mark said it’d been pinned in the car. She was actually grateful for her injuries. Without them, he might’ve tried to get intimate. Darcy and Fletcher had been lovers, after all.
Over the course of the day, she’d carefully poked at the edges of his delusion, trying to sort out the extent of his fantasy. He’d had some kind of break with reality. He’d cast her as Darcy, himself as Fletcher, and Judd as a secretly corrupt Cooper. She’d worried initially that this was some kind of twisted Misery scenario. But he’d been kind, gentle, loving even. In the books, Fletcher truly loved Darcy, and it seemed Mark had embraced that. No matter what other lunacy was going on here, she was reasonably confident he wasn’t going to hurt her. For now.
She recognized crazy. Her entire childhood had been spent trying to cope with it from her father, so she understood that no matter how docile Mark seemed now, saying or doing the wrong thing could flip the switch. Every suggestion she’d made about seeking help or relocating to somewhere safer was met with determined refusal and an escalating agitation that reminded her far too much of her father when she’d questioned the “word” of the Holy Spirit. He could and would keep her safe right here. He had no intention of letting her go. When pressed to lay out their assets and forms of protection against Manigault and his cronies, he’d produced a crossbow. No doubt the one he’d used to shoot at Judd. He also had a hunting rifle and enough ammunition to last at least a few days in the zombie apocalypse.
The only way out of this was to actually be her heroine.
What would Darcy do?
The refrain echoed through her head.
She could just see a stretch of water through the trees when she’d looked out the window. Was it Hope Springs? She’d been unconscious for less than three hours. Given her location at the time of the accident, the amount of time it would’ve taken him to pull her from the car and treat her wounds when they’d reached the cabin, Hope Springs seemed the most likely. But that was several thousand acres of water, many miles of shoreline. Mark hadn’t let her go outside, saying it was too dangerous. Did that mean they were near enough to someone else to be spotted?
She gave some thought to trying for the cast iron skillet, dropping him as she had her father all those years ago, and making a run for it anyway—ankle be damned. But Jebediah had been drunk and slow. Mark was neither. And if she failed…she didn’t want to trust his delusion of affection would survive an attempt to crack his skull.
The cabin had no TV, no radio. Mark had a cell phone, but there was no reception. He had a laptop, but what good was that without internet? Even with her considerable ability to lose herself in story, she didn’t think the book was going to get her out of this mess.
Or would it?
For Mark, the books were all a part of a complicated plot to expose the machinations of Vincent Manigault to the world, and Mark’s answer to beating the villain at his own game, was to get the third one published and into the hands of the public. In order to do that, he’d have to get to an internet connection. He’d never let her do something like send an email, but maybe she could embed some kind of message or clues into the book itself. She had a rabid and often clever fanbase. But how could she hide clues in the story that they’d actually act on?
The question and the pain kept her awake through the long hours of the night. By dawn, when Mark stirred beside her, she had the answer.
“I think we should go ahead and push the book out.”
He blinked at her. “What?”
“You’re right. It’s the best way to stop Manigault. Expose him and take away his power. The sooner the better.”
Mark frowned, pushing himself up in bed. “Have you been up all night?”
“Most of it. Hurt too bad to sleep.”
“Baby, why didn’t you wake me up to get you some pain killers? I’ll get some ibuprofen.”
“That’d be great. But think about it, Fletcher. The sooner we expose him, the sooner everybody is safe.”
He came back with some water and a few pills. “You make a good point, but I can’t think about saving the world until I’ve had coffee.”
“Go make coffee, but bring me the laptop. I’ll get started on the formatting.”
“Formatting?”
“Of course, formatting. You didn’t think you just uploaded a Word file and were done with it, did you?”
“I hadn’t thought that far,” he admitted.
Thank God laymen don’t generally know how self publishing works.
“I have. I’ve done this before, and I’m good at it. It’s just code. Give me the laptop and I’ll get it done.”
He brought her the laptop and started on the coffee. She made a normally formatted file first. She’d have to show him the alleged final product before he’d be willing to do it. Then she started on the real file. Proper ebook formatting could absolutely be done without coding, but hiding it from Mark? That necessitated diving into the terrifying looking language of HTML. She just hoped Mark didn’t understand how to read it.
    
Twenty-four hours since Autumn was kidnapped and they had no leads.
Judd didn’t know what to do with that. Every avenue he’d tried had resulted in a dead end. Jebediah had no remaining property in the county. A search had been made of any places he might’ve spent time growing up, but no sign of him or his car was found. Any extended family had long since left the area, estranged from Jebediah and his religious extremism. Those they’d managed to track down denied having had any contact with him. Despite the calls coming in on the hotline, no other tips had panned out.
With every minute that ticked past twenty-four hours, the chances of finding Autumn alive shrunk exponentially. Judd wanted to scream. To beat something. To rewind to yesterday morning and forbid her from going to Nanna’s alone.
He sat in his office, the bottle of her heart meds in his hand, as if it were going to miraculously open a telepathic link so she could tell him where she was. How far past her last dosage was she? Was she managing to control her blood pressure? Or was he actively beating or torturing her until her fragile heart gave out?
“Whatever you’re thinking, stop.”
Judd looked up to find Ethan Greer with two to-go cups of coffee in his hands.
“You’re obviously going down a dark road. That won’t help her. So stop.” The other man held one of the cups out. “Here. I’m told it’s called a zombie killer. A woman from the coffee shop—purple streaks in her hair—dropped off a tray of them.”
Judd rubbed at his aching eyes and took the coffee. “Cassie.”
Ethan sank into a chair and sipped his own coffee, humming in approval. “Damn sight better than the sludge I’m usually drinking during investigations.”
“Cassie’s good about that.”
“Nice woman. Nice town,” Ethan remarked.
Judd said nothing, just held the coffee and remembered the one Autumn had brought him at FountainFest.
“Nothing useful has come back from the regional team,” Ethan reported. “The maroon Tauruses that were spotted belonged to other people, and no one has seen anyone matching Jebediah Buchanan or Autumn’s descriptions. I think you’re probably right that he hasn’t left the county.”
“Not that that’s done us any good.”
“You’ve eliminated some places. That’s not a waste. Has there been any activity on their finances?”
“No activity on any of Autumn’s accounts. Jebediah has little money and hasn’t been working more than the occasional odd job since he got out of prison. Most of those were for cash. No one around here wanted to hire him.”
“Has anyone talked to the people he did those odd jobs for?” Ethan asked.
“Yesterday. They all reported he did the job, said little, and caused no problems.”
“Sounds pretty different from the man you described.”
Judd flicked a glance at him. “He spent a large portion of the time drunk when we were growing up. He didn’t get to stay that way in prison and hasn’t seemed to pick it up again since he got out.”
“He in AA?”
“Not here. Was going over in Chapel Springs. Sheriff’s Department talked to some of the members. All he talked about, when he talked at all, was trying to make amends with his daughter.”
“Pretty tall order, considering,” Ethan observed.
“I don’t know if he was serious or not. I wasn’t planning on letting him close enough to give him the opportunity.” And all his planning, all his precautions had been for naught. Judd scrubbed both hands over his face, feeling the rasp of stubble.
Ethan kicked back in the chair and studied the incident board. “I’m the outsider here and I don’t know all the players involved, the history, so I may be way off base, but are you up for going through this without Jebediah Buchanan in the equation?”
Judd simply nodded. At this point he was willing to try anything.
“Okay, so to start at the beginning you have an unknown person set fire to Autumn’s house. Remnants of graffiti on one wall suggest that person was aware of her secret pen name. A pen name she claims no one was aware of.”
“Correct.”
“After the fire, she moves in with you. A couple of days after that, someone tries to break into your home and leaves a copy of her first book pinned to the porch with a hunting knife, slicing through a scene wherein a fictional you was shot. Whether that was meant to be a message to you or Autumn, either way, it seems likely to be an implied threat to your life. Could be our prowler didn’t like the fact she moved in with you. Now, maybe that was simply because your presence limited his access to her.”
“It’s personal,” Judd said flatly. “No matter who it is, it’s personal. That knife was driven through a good fifty pages and at least a half inch into the wood of my porch. That takes considerable strength and likely considerable rage. Someone didn’t like her being with me and knew that I was her weak spot.”
“Which is, again, borne out by the fact that a week later, somebody took a shot at you with a crossbow. He wanted you out of the way.”
“I would’ve been if Autumn hadn’t tackled me.”
“Lucky.” Ethan paused. “Why a crossbow? What’s the significance there? Less accuracy. Less distance.”
“Silent weapon, one you don’t need any kind of permit or background check to acquire—though this is Mississippi, so firearms aren’t that hard to obtain. But more likely because of the message. You can’t inscribe a message on a bullet and expect it to be received.”
“‘I’ll keep quiet, but you’ll have to cut me in.’ It’s from one of her books?”
“The third one that was on the laptop lost in the fire. It was the first clue we had that any of her files were copied.”
“Everything is coming back to the books. What are they about?” Ethan asked. “I know at least the first one is, to some extent, autobiographical. I haven’t had time to read any of them to catch up.”
“The autobiographical stuff is in the backstory of two of the main characters, Darcy and Cooper. Autumn used it to work through some of her issues from what happened to us. Her portrayal of the day I was shot was nearly spot on, as were some of the details of her father’s trial. But that’s where the similarities end. Darcy is an investigative journalist. Cooper’s FBI. The pair of them get embroiled in a murder investigation and it ultimately brings them back together, forces them to work through their shit while they work the case from opposite sides. The murder ends up tied to a series of kidnappings in the second book, and in the third one, it comes out that all of it is tied to a human trafficking operation being run through the university in the fictional town where the books are set.”
“I read the blurbs. There’s a third character, right?”
“Fletcher. College prof. Not based on anybody in reality.”
“And they’re set up in some kind of love triangle, right? Both men vying for her affections.”
“Yeah.”
Ethan chewed on that for a bit. “You’re the primary love interest. Or Cooper is, right?”
“Right,” Judd admitted, even now unable to ignore his discomfort at having his private life on display. “The first book brings Cooper back into Darcy’s life and also introduces Fletcher. Toward the end of the first book, Cooper fucks it up again, and she turns to Fletcher. So she’s with Fletcher in the second book, but there’s definite evidence that Darcy’s not ready to let go of Cooper and take the next step with Fletcher. In the third, she’s going to end up with Cooper. Although Autumn said originally it was going to be Fletcher.”
“Why?”
Judd sighed. “Because I’d fucked things up.” And she didn’t believe I’d come around. I came that close to losing her.
Ethan’s next comment brought him back. “So backstory isn’t the only area of truth.”
“It wasn’t in the same way, but yeah. There’s a lot of us in there. A lot of what we might’ve been sooner if I’d managed to pull my head out of my ass. We didn’t get together until after the fire. Since she lost her laptop and everything she had of the third book, she started over and planned to end it with Darcy and Cooper together.”
“I notice a lot of people in town opining about how much of the books are truth and how much are fiction. It surprised me how widely talked about it is.”
Judd almost wanted to laugh. City boy had no concept of the small town grapevine. “Ethan, if you’re looking to possibly make Wishful your home, go ahead and prepare yourself for the fact that everything you ever do is considered grist for the gossip mill. As to the rest, what happened to Autumn and me was the biggest scandal to rock this town in the past fifty years. Anybody who was here at that time will remember what happened, will remember the trial. So yeah, they’re all reading it and trying to figure out if any of the juicy stuff is true.”
“It doesn’t seem out of the realm of reasonable to say that our guy is familiar with your history with Autumn. Whether because he was here when it happened or because people will readily talk about it given half a chance. The threats to you were very particular pointing back to that event. You taking a bullet meant for her. The shot at you with the crossbow. Up to this point, y’all have interpreted that as threats from Autumn’s father.”
“But it doesn’t really play.” Judd set the coffee down. “I’ve been trying to make it fit from the beginning, but why would he do anything to harass me or her. That only serves to draw attention to himself, get him called in for questioning and risk violating his parole. We initially figured he’d gotten someone else to do his dirty work so that he’d always have an alibi, but why would anybody else attempt to kill me on his behalf? That’s been bugging me.”
“I agree. That seems unlikely. So, failing that, I see two possible scenarios here. Either you’re right and Jebediah had an accomplice to do the actual legwork who ended up going off the reservation, as it were, when he tried to take you out. Or this has nothing directly to do with Jebediah and someone is capitalizing on his release to throw suspicion his way.”
“I was working my way around to that.” Or trying to, at least. “But if Jebediah isn’t behind it, why has he disappeared?”
“No idea. But for the moment, let’s keep him out of the equation. Through this whole thing, you have an individual who has focused in on Autumn, on her books, and targeted you. Why? What’s the motive here? What does he get out of taking you out? Access to Autumn, certainly.”
“No,” Judd said slowly. “I mean, until the kidnapping, none of the physical threat has ever been directed at Autumn. She wasn’t home when the fire was set. That wasn’t about hurting her. It was about sending that first message. About displacing her. But then that’s a miscalculation on his part because she moves in with me. I block access to her, and he has a bit of a tantrum, leaves the book with a big, flashy ‘Hey look here. I could do this to you.’ Playing on Autumn’s greatest fear. But that still doesn’t get her to walk away from me. So he tries to take me out.”
“And when he couldn’t take you out of the equation?”
“When he couldn’t get her to walk away, and he couldn’t kill me, he just took her.”
“It’s not about taking you out as a shield,” Ethan concluded. “It’s about taking you out as the competition.”
“The competition. Oh fuck.” Judd shoved back from his desk and yanked open his office door. “Inez, get me the number to Human Resources at Wachoxee County Community College.”



CHAPTER 20
T  HE FILE WAS DONE. Autumn had resisted the urge to stick a blatant message in bold in the middle of the narrative. We interrupt this story to ask you to call the Wishful Police Department immediately. I, the author, have been kidnapped. She couldn’t trust that Mark wouldn’t try to proofread or at least skim the thing before it was uploaded. So she’d been more subtle, manipulating the formatting in the section Mark had written, the section that readers would, hopefully, recognize didn’t sound like her. She had to trust that some of them would figure it out instead of chalking it up to a formatting glitch. She had to trust someone would get the message to Judd.
He had to be out of his mind with worry.
Once the file was uploaded, it was down to a waiting game. The book itself wouldn’t be up immediately. That depended on a multitude of other variables she had no control over. She’d heard tales of ebookstores getting the listing up in a single hour or as long as two days. She could only hope that the Universe would be on her side and she’d get the short window. The faster the better. Then she had to hope readers stumbled on it fast, as there’d be no email blast notifying them of the new release. And, please, dear God, let some of them read the book immediately instead of letting it linger on their ereaders until who knew when.
The more Autumn considered all the variables outside her control, the more she recognized what an absolute long shot this plan was. But what other options did she have?
“Okay, it’s ready,” she announced. “We’re lucky I already had the cover made. That would’ve slowed us down.”
Mark came around to look over her shoulder as she paged through the dummy file. “Looks good. Where did you save it?”
With a few keystrokes, she closed the dummy file and pointed to the desktop where she’d saved the manipulated one. “Right here. We’ll have to drive far enough in to get signal on your phone so we can tether it for an internet connection.”
“It doesn’t tether.”
Autumn’s heart sped up. “Then we’ll need to drive in to find actual wifi somewhere.” If they made it into a populated area, maybe she wouldn’t have to depend on someone understanding the message she’d left in the book.
Mark immediately shook his head. “It’s not safe.”
“Fletcher, we agreed. Getting this out there is the best way.”
“And I’ll upload it. But you’re staying here. Nobody’s looking for me.”
That was undoubtedly true. Judd would go after her father. He had no reason to suspect Mark of anything. But she could make this work, too. If he left her here alone, she could escape, maybe find help.
“Fine. You’re right. Of course, you’re right. Manigault will have his people combing the area for me. I’ll stay here, stay out of sight.”
Autumn realized her mistake almost immediately. Darcy would never capitulate so easily. Mark’s eyes narrowed on her in suspicion. She had to find a way to sell this.
Reaching for his hand, she tugged him down beside her on the sofa. “I want to go with you. That’s not even a question. This is huge, and I hate for you to have to do it alone. But I can recognize that I’m a liability. If something happened, I’d just slow you down. Even if I weren’t injured, I don’t exactly blend in.” She tugged at a lock of her red hair and offered up a wry smile.
“You’ve already done so much for me, getting involved in this mess at all.” Sell it, Autumn ordered herself. She cupped his cheek, trying to imagine him as the harmless, awkward academic, who’d been crushing on her for months. “I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you.”
Mark’s breath quickened as he searched her face. Knowing she had him, Autumn closed the distance, settling her mouth over his. He sank into the kiss, and it took everything she had not to pull away and scramble back. When his arms slid around her, tightening over bruises, she did pull back. “Ow.”
Instantly contrite, he loosened his grip. “Sorry. Did I hurt you?”
“Just hit my bruises.” She caressed his cheek and leaned away. “You should go. Go and get this done so we can be free of him.”
He rose and shoved the laptop into a bag. Autumn resisted the urge to wipe the back of her hand across her mouth.
“It will take a little while for the dominos to fall. I’ll pick up provisions while I’m in town. Come on.” Mark held out a hand.
“I thought I wasn’t going.”
“You’re not. But I need you to help me make a list of what we need.”
She took his hand, let him pull her to her feet. “And why can’t I do that from the sofa?”
“Because the storage room is tacked on to the back of the cabin. Uncle Holden added it as an afterthought. It’s wired for electricity but the bulb’s out. I can’t easily hold a flashlight and make a list.”
Though unease began to swirl in the pit of her stomach, Autumn followed him outside. It was her first real look at their surroundings. She couldn’t lose the opportunity to maybe catch sight of something familiar or useful.
The cabin was ramshackle. From the outside, passersby might even think it was abandoned. Paint peeled from the siding and the porch boards sagged. Mark’s Explorer sat beside a stocked woodpile. Not the truck that ran her off the road. So where was it? If Mark himself hadn’t been driving, then who?
“Watch your step.” Mark kept his arm around her, taking some of her weight so she could hobble around back.
A little lean-to was constructed, as he’d said, off the back side of the cabin. He swiped the screen of his phone, opening the list app before handing it over to her. Autumn checked the signal again. Still nothing.
Mark opened the padlock and stuffed it in his pocket, then pulled open the door. Clicking on the little flashlight he’d brought, he illuminated a short flight of steps.
Autumn’s chest tightened at the sight of them. “I’m not going in there.”
He flashed her an indulgent smile. “I’ll protect you from the creepy crawlies. I swear they aren’t bad. I cleaned it out when I inherited the place and bug bombed the hell out of it.”
“Seriously, you can just shout out what you need and I’ll add it to the list.”
“Shouting makes too much noise. Come on. I’ll be quick.” He took her hand and tugged her forward, until it was go with him or stumble. With her ankle injury, she didn’t have the leverage to fight him.
The steps creaked under their weight. The dirt floor angled down a ways before leveling out in a space about half the square footage of the whole cabin. One side had been kitted out with a wooden work bench and pegboard, currently bare of tools other than a vise bolted to the top. The other held wooden shelves. Autumn caught sight of camping gear, assorted canned goods, and other detritus she couldn’t quite identify. The place smelled musty and damp but looked clean enough as root cellars went. It was cool, almost to the point of cold. The cold sweat that broke out down the center of her back didn’t help.
“What is all this stuff anyway?” she asked.
“Uncle Holden was a little bit of a prepper. You should’ve seen the junk down here when I got the place. He was all into researching how to live off the grid. You probably didn’t notice. The roof has solar panels. That’s the source of electricity out here. And it’s well water. So as hideouts go, we’re in good shape.”
Meaning there were no utility records that could be used to track this place down. Wonderful.
“I cleared out everything that was decrepit or spoiled, which was a lot. I think he started all this in the seventies.”
“Why on earth would you store food down here?” she asked, struggling to keep her voice level.
“You’ve seen the inside of the cabin. There’s no room. There’s literally the one cabinet and shelves for dishes. Let’s see.” He tugged open some bins. “We’re reasonably well stocked on root vegetables. Potatoes, sweet potatoes, carrots.” He continued going through the inventory, which was strangely well stocked for a hunting cabin. He either used it regularly or had been planning this for a while.
As he muttered to himself, she looked back at the open doorway, wondering if she could make a break for it, lock him in. She tested her ankle and immediately felt it begin to buckle. That was a no-go. She couldn’t hop fast enough to get up stairs. And, of course, the lock was in his pocket. Resigned, she added things to his list as he called them out, staring fixedly at the phone, as if it would distract her from the fact that an entire cabin was over her head and there was barely enough room to breathe down here.
“That should do it.” He held out his hand for the phone.
Autumn gave it over and accepted the flashlight in return. Not heavy enough to make a good weapon. “You’ll forgive me if I’ll be ecstatic to leave this place. For somewhere like Fiji.” Somewhere with wide open spaces where she could see light and breathe.
He pulled her gently into his arms. “Sweetheart, when this is over, I’ll take you anywhere you want. And on that note, I’d better get going.” He kissed her fast and then trotted up the steps.
“Wait, I need help to—”
Mark shut the door.
“What are you doing!” Autumn screamed. She leapt toward the steps and fell to her knees. The flashlight fell to the ground and skittered away.
“It’s for your own good. Anybody could see you if you were in the cabin.” On the other side of the door, she could hear him putting the lock back on.
Autumn scrambled forward on her hands and knees to beat on the door. “Don’t. Don’t you dare leave me in here! I can’t stay here. I can’t. I can’t—” Breathe.
“I know it sucks. I’m sorry. I truly am. But Manigault’s men will be looking for you, and I can’t risk them seeing you. Just stay calm and think of Fiji. I’ll be back before you know it.”
There was no answering him. Her throat had closed up so tight, she couldn’t even scream.
Outside, she heard his engine turn over, then the sound of tires crunching on gravel. Then nothing.
She rose to her knees, beating on the door until her hands were raw and tears streaked her cheeks as memories swamped her.
No, Daddy. No!
Her father’s hands, rough and frustrated as he shoved her into the shed. Get in there and think about what you’ve done.
I’m sorry, Daddy.
Maybe some time alone in the dark will help you remember to always put the Lord first.
Scrabbling at the door as Daddy closed it, locked it. Then nothing but the sound of her own screams, choked off by the panic.
Calm down. Calm down. You’re not a child anymore. It’s not the shed and you’re not in the total dark. Hysteria won’t get you anywhere.
But it was so fucking hard when terror had her by the throat. Her last checkup with her cardiologist had been good, but Dr. Webb could never have imagined this kind of stress test. She crawled to the flashlight—still working, thank God. For long minutes she sat on the dirt floor, rocking, hearing Judd’s voice in her head.
Breathe. Breathe for me. That’s it. In and out.
She had to breathe. She had to keep herself calm because Judd was coming. Judd was going to find her. He’d never failed her in all their lives, and he wasn’t going to start now. She just had to survive long enough for him to get here.
    
Judd pounded on Mark Cauffield’s door. “Police! Open up!”
No one answered.
“Fan out,” he ordered.
The group of men he’d brought with him broke apart to search the property. Set well back from the road, the house was small but neat, an older ranch style common in Wishful. The landscaping was a bit overgrown but not truly unkempt. Blinds were drawn on all the windows, but Judd could just see through the gap into a living room, with a wide screen TV mounted to one wall. The community college reported he’d taken some time off this week—sick leave. He’d made arrangements for his class load to be covered for several days. But if he was sick, he wasn’t cruising the couch here. All in all, the place was as unprepossessing as its owner, with no real indicators where Mark had gone.
“Judd! You need to see this!”
At Ethan’s hail, he trotted around the house to the detached, two-car garage. He followed the marshal through the open side door. A large, gray Chevy truck took up one of the bays. Outfitted with a brush guard and lift kit, the vehicle wasn’t out of place in half the garages in town. But it didn’t fit with his image of the professor. Nothing about him shouted Mississippi boy or hunter.
Ethan panned a light over the brush guard. “Paint. Doesn’t take a forensic team to see it’s the same color as Autumn’s car.”
“It’s not gonna be enough for the judge.”
Judd slipped on a pair of gloves and tested the door handle. Locked. He shone a flashlight into the backseat. Gun rack—empty, pile of bungee cords, and a rough gray blanket wadded in the floorboard. Ethan circled around to the other side, panning his light over the blanket, and Judd caught the flash of red.
“Wait, bring your light back. Yeah, right there.”
A single strand of long red hair clung to the surface of the blanket.
“She was in here. That’s enough for a warrant.”
Judd made the call to get the ball rolling.
In an hour, he was breaking in the front door to Cauffield’s house. He and his team cleared the entryway and living room, moving efficiently through the rest of the three-bedroom home. No one was there.
“Holy shit.”
Following Spence’s exclamation, Judd poked his head into one of the bedrooms. “Holy shit.”
Photographs covered most of one wall. Every single one of Autumn. Autumn at work. Autumn walking around town. Autumn at the diner with friends. Autumn through her living room window, sitting at the desk where Judd assumed she used to write. All moments where she was clearly unaware of being observed.
Judd had fucking met the guy and hadn’t suspected a goddamned thing. He’d seen the camera bag himself. His gut roiled as that sank in. Guilt and a fresh terror. As long as he’d believed Autumn was with Jebediah, he hadn’t needed to worry about sexual assault. Not really. Jebediah had been violent, punitive, but never with a sexual edge. But this…
“I think we just found our smoking gun,” Spence observed.
Judd moved into the room, studying the photographs closer, trying to place some of the times and locations. “These go back for months.”
There were even several pictures of her with Judd. His image had been methodically destroyed in every one. Some scribbled out with Sharpie. Some sliced up with a knife. Some cut out entirely.
Ethan followed his gaze. “That whole theory that you’re the competition is starting to look pretty damned promising.”
“What’s all this stuff?” Spence asked. He faced a wide bulletin board on another wall.
The surface was covered with index cards, each one scribbled with a note. Names. Events. Locations. String criss-crossed the board, connecting the pieces.
“I recognize some of these, but the others are a total mystery,” said Spence.
“They’re from Autumn’s books.” Judd found one with his name scrawled on it and traced the string to another card with Dirty agent? written in bold letters. Another series of strings led from that card to two others. Manigault. Inside job.
“I don’t get it.”
“I think maybe he’s trying to connect what elements of the real are represented in the books.” But the whole thing was a damned mess. Real and fictional names for places were conflated. Judd squinted, studying the board.
“I’m not seeing a lot of reality on this board,” Spence said.
“There’s order to it, though,” Ethan said. “Look here. It’s laid out to show cause and effect, connections.”
Realization dawned. “It’s a plot outline. I’ve seen Autumn do one. It’s not laid out like this, but a lot of the same pieces. I think it might be her third book. The original version that was on the laptop stolen before the fire.”
“Why would he be mapping out her book?” Ethan asked.
Why indeed?
Before any of them could hypothesize further, Judd’s phone rang. “Hamilton.”
“Chief, I’ve got someone on the other line calling for you.” Inez sounded rattled.
“Who?” Judd tensed. Was this about to become a hostage negotiation?
“A woman. Her name is Marjorie Haynes. She says she has a message for you.”
Impatience simmered. “What message?”
“I…well, I honestly think it might be better if you talked to her yourself. I thought at first it might be a prank call, but she said it’s about Rumor Fairchild’s third book.”
“Patch her through.”
A moment later, an unfamiliar voice came on the line. “Hello?”
“This is Judd Hamilton.”
“You’re the Wishful Chief of Police?”
“Yes, ma’am. My dispatcher said you have some information?”
Marjorie took a breath. “Okay, you’re going to think I’m a lunatic, and maybe I am, but I couldn’t in good conscience not call when it might be a real thing.”
“When what might be a real thing, Miss Hayes?”
“I just got Rumor Fairchild’s third book—you probably don’t even know who that is.” She laughed awkwardly.
“I know who she is. What do you mean you just got her third book?” Judd demanded. The book wasn’t finished. He knew it wasn’t.
“It came out today. I’ve been waiting for months, so I snatched it up and started reading right away and…well, there’s a message embedded in the book instructing to call the Wishful Chief of Police.” Marjorie took a breath. “I think the author’s been abducted. I know that sounds crazy—”
“No, it doesn’t. Is there anything more to the message?”
“It doesn’t? I mean, I didn’t want to waste your time, but I didn’t really want to think—”
“Miss Haynes, was there anything more to the message?”
“Well, it’s mostly just a series of random letters called out in the text in a different font.”
Judd’s pulled kicked up. “Random how? Did you write any of them down?”
“Yes. It starts with A, L, U, U, Z…”
“Clever girl,” Judd murmured.
“Does that mean something to you?”
“Yes. Yes it does. Marjorie, hang on just a second.” Judd waved a hand for Spence’s phone. As soon as it slapped in his hand, he was stabbing at the screen. He pulled up Amazon and did a search for Rumor Fairchild. There it was. Forged In Lies.
The listing was so new, there weren’t even reviews yet. He grabbed a copy and switched over to the Kindle app, quickly downloading the book and opening it.
“Okay, Marjorie, I’m with you. Have the book open now. Where did you first see the change in lettering?”
He navigated to where she told him. The difference was subtle but there. Something most people would either not notice or probably chalk up to a glitch in the file. “Someone find me a pad and paper.”
They paged through together, and Judd wrote down every letter, until they got through the entire book. To anybody else it would look like absolute nonsense. To Judd, it looked like hope.
“Marjorie, thank you for calling. You may have just saved a life.” He’d barely hung up the phone before he ripped out a fresh sheet of paper and began writing out the alphabet.
“You wanna let us in on what the hell is going on?” Spence asked.
“Autumn’s alive. Someone published her third book. I don’t know if it was her or him. I’m guessing the latter. But she used it to leave me a message.”
“That gobbledygook means something to you?”
He numbered each letter. “It’s a cypher we used as children. Her father didn’t approve of me even then, so we’d write notes to each other like this so he wouldn’t know what we were talking about. Nobody else would be able to translate it but me.”
Across the top of the paper, he wrote JUDDAUTUMN. Ten letters. Beneath the tenth letter, J, he wrote A and proceeded to fill in the rest of the letters forward from there to make the key. That in hand, he applied the key to the message she’d left. Then he drew in lines where there should be spaces between words.
JUDD IM WITH MARK CAUFFIELD THINKS HES FLETCHER AT HIS GREAT UNCLES CABIN I THINK NEAR HOPE SPRINGS DEFINITELY BY LAKE IN THICK WOODS
Ethan let out a whistle. “Your woman is clever.”
“Yes, she sure as hell is.” Judd shot to his feet. “We’ve gotta find that cabin.”
Hang on, Firefly. I’m coming for you.



CHAPTER 21
F EAR DESTROYED AUTUMN’S SENSE of time. She had no idea whether Mark had been gone minutes or hours. Exhausted, she slumped against the door to the root cellar, battered hands resting against the wood. All her energy went toward keeping her breathing even, her blood pressure down. She’d missed her last dose of meds.
Maybe Mark had left her here and wasn’t coming back. Maybe he’d snapped out of his delusion and gone back to his normal life, with no memory of the last two days of fantasy. Maybe he didn’t upload the book at all. Maybe no one was coming.
No, she had to believe Judd would find her. Somehow.
Was the flashlight getting weaker? At the thought, her chest gave another painful squeeze. If the batteries died, her only source of light would be the thin crack around the door. And once night fell, she’d be in total darkness. Autumn couldn’t even think about that possibility. She’d be out of here before then.
Forcing herself to her feet, she limped across to the shelves of supplies. Surely there was a lantern or more batteries or something in all the camping gear. Maybe there’d be something she could use as a weapon. She’d been wholly cooperative thus far. Mark wouldn’t be expecting any kind of attack when he got back. She prayed she wouldn’t disturb anything that moved on its own as she began shifting things around. Being trapped down here with rats or snakes or anything insectoid would just add a layer of terror she couldn’t cope with.
She found a case of bottled water and ripped it open, twisting off the top and drinking until her parched throat was quenched. Better. A couple of sleeping bags were piled on top of a nylon bag that held what was probably a tent. She set the bags to the side and examined the tent supports. They were aluminum, light and not sharp enough to do a lot of damage without a helluva lot of force behind them. There was a camp stove, heavy enough to swing, though it would make for an awkward weapon. A spurt of relief shot through her as she uncovered the old Coleman lantern. But when she shook it, there was no slosh of fuel and the mantle fell to bits. It was easier to swing than the camp stove, but still a poor weapon. Whether by accident or design, the rest of the shelving turned up nothing useful, either for illumination or for defense.
“Think,” she muttered.
Crossing back to the door, she felt around the edges for the hinges. Maybe she could pry the bolts out and open the door that way. But no. This door opened outward. The hinges were outside. There’d be no getting out of this god-forsaken hole until someone let her out.
Resigned, she unrolled the two sleeping bags and made herself as comfortable as possible beside the door. Then she switched off the light to conserve batteries. The sudden enveloping blackness made her chest seize, but she fought her way through it, focused on that rim of light edging the door. She stared at that sliver until her eyes ached and her butt had gone numb from the hard ground, even through two layers of sleeping bag.
At first, she thought she’d imagined the shadow passing through the frame of light. Then she heard the scrape of the padlock being moved.
“Hello?” Her voice sounded rusty from all the screaming.
Autumn expected to hear Mark say something, for the lock to be removed, and the door opened wide. But he said nothing.
There’d been no sound of an engine, had there? Could she have missed that? What if it wasn’t Mark? What if it was someone who could help?
“Hello?” she called, louder this time. “Can you hear me? I need help. Please let me out.”
A throat cleared and a man’s strained voice answered. “Get back from the door.”
Autumn scrambled back.
Bang. Bang. Her rescuer swung some heavy object against the lock. Bang. Bang.
It took a half dozen more blows before she heard the wood splinter. He wrenched the door open, and Autumn lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the sudden flood of light. A tall, thin figure stepped into the doorway, hunching a little as he came down the stairs.
Autumn went weak with relief. Not Mark. Not Mark. She was saved. “Oh my God, thank you.” Her legs were all pins and needles, and she struggled to stand.
“You’re hurt.” The voice was low, barely above a whisper, but something in the tone sounded familiar.
“My ankle. I was in a car crash and kidnapped.”
He crossed over and took her arm, helping raise her to her feet.
She looked up, more thanks on her lips. And then she saw his face.
Her father.
“No,” she breathed, jerking her arm free. The motion sent her sprawling on her butt, but she continued scuttling back, away from him, away from the door.
“Stop it, girl,” he ordered. And there was the voice she remembered from her childhood.
Old fear hooked its claws into her spine and dug deep.
“I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to help.” It was her father’s face, her father’s voice, but the words didn’t compute.
“Why would you do that?”
“You’re my daughter.”
That was the most ludicrous excuse he could offer. “You never gave a damn about me.”
Something that might’ve been regret passed over his face. “I know I was hard on you. Harder, maybe, than I should’ve been. You were a willful child.”
“You did your best to beat that out of me.”
“Didn’t succeed. You’re still willful. Still reckless. But you don’t deserve this. Let me get you out of here. Let me do something right.”
“How did you even know I was here?”
“Didn’t like the way the one in glasses was looking at you. I followed him. I was waiting down from his house when he switched vehicles to bring you out here.”
“Why didn’t you call the police?” she demanded.
“You really think that boy would believe a thing I say? He’d have hauled me in for questioning and wasted time. So I came to find you myself.”
“Why didn’t you let me out sooner?”
“I parked a ways off and walked in. It took a while. I ain’t in good shape. Dying takes a lot out of you.”
Was she supposed to feel sympathy about that?
“The point is, I’m here now. And if you want to get out of here before the other one comes back, you need to come with me now. I don’t know how much longer he’ll be gone.” Jebediah held out his hand.
Could she really trust him? Had he really come to save her or was this all some kind of ruse?
“Autumn, I was a shitty father, and I ain’t got much time to make up for that. Let me help you.”
It came down to going with the devil she knew or staying with the devil she didn’t. When push came to shove, her father was old, ill, and didn’t seem to be armed. Even with her ankle, she could probably overpower him, if necessary. Right now she just needed out of this fucking root cellar.
She put her hand in his.
His fingers curled around hers, bony but still strong as they hauled her to her feet. She tried not to flinch as he wrapped an arm around her, taking some of her weight so they could walk to the root cellar door. As they emerged into the light, she realized at least a few hours had passed. The sun rode just below the treeline. Mark had left close to noon.
“My car is a couple miles out. There was no good place to leave it nearby.”
“I don’t think I can walk that far on this ankle.” It was already throbbing like a sore tooth.
“We’ve gotta get out of sight before you can rest. Just hold it together long enough for that.”
The unmistakable metallic slide and ratchet of a rifle had them both freezing in place.
“Step away from her or I’ll drop you where you stand.”
    
“We split up into teams of three. One led by me, one with Spence, one with Ethan. We’ll approach from north, east, and west.” Judd tapped the map currently spread across the hood of his police cruiser. “Deputies Lauter and Nichols are making an approach on the water to do a little recon as casual fishermen. As soon as we’re within fifty yards of the place, we all go radio silent. I don’t want anything tipping this guy off. If he’s holed up in there, it could rapidly turn into a hostage situation, and we don’t need that.”
The radio crackled. “This is Lauter. No evidence of watercraft. The cabin itself is set too far in to see more than a little bit of roofline.”
“Hold your position in the cove and be ready to move in,” Judd ordered.
“Copy.”
Judd met the gaze of every man gathered. “Let’s bring her home.”
They split into their teams and moved through the woods at the edge of Hope Springs toward the cabin where Mark Cauffield was believed to be holding Autumn. Accessible only via an old logging road, this place was about as far up the lake as it was possible to get from his own house. A good six miles as the crow flew and more than twenty by car. With no easy access to town from this side, homes were sparse and trees were thick with underbrush.
It took longer than Judd wanted to pick their way carefully through the half mile of territory between their rendezvous point and the cabin. Everything in him wanted to rush, but he knew the risks. They had to be smart, careful. If Cauffield was unstable enough to believe himself to be one of Autumn’s characters, there was no telling how he’d react. Judd didn’t want her caught in the crossfire.
Soon.
Autumn was here. He could feel it.
Judd closed in on the west side of the clearing and caught sight of Cauffield’s Explorer parked out front of the cabin. He lifted his fist, signaling Darius and Clint to wait. Door closed, curtains drawn. Was there another entrance? Even as he thought it, Judd heard the ratcheting of a rifle.
“Step away from her or I’ll drop you where you stand.”
Cauffield. Who the hell was he talking to?
As a unit, Judd and his men crept closer, using the SUV for cover. Rising up from his crouch, he peered through the windows and saw the man himself behind the cabin, rifle at his shoulder. Beyond him, about ten yards from the edge of the woods, flame red hair glinted in the lowering sun.
Autumn. Alive but obviously hurt. She stood on the other side of the clearing, another, older man’s arm around her, clearly unable to walk on her own. Who? A good Samaritan?
“Turn around. Slowly,” Cauffield ordered.
Hands lifted in the air, Autumn and the other man turned.
Jebediah?
Shock held Judd immobile for long, humming seconds. What was he doing here? How had he found Autumn? Was he in collusion with Cauffield? Had Jebediah double crossed him?
“I said step away from her.” Cauffield gestured with the barrel of the rifle.
“You think I’m afraid of you?” Jebediah asked.
“I’m the one with the gun.”
Jebediah continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “You’re going to let my daughter go.”
“She’s with me of her own volition.”
“That so? That why you had her locked in the root cellar?”
The dark. The bastard had kept Autumn in the dark. Cold rage cut through the questions still swirling through Judd’s head.
“Just keeping her out of sight. Keeping her safe.”
“Only one she needs to be kept safe from is you.”
Beyond them, Judd saw Ethan and his team in position on the east side. Catching his eye, Ethan gestured north. Spence and his team were closing in. All of them were just inside the treeline, waiting for the signal.
“Get away from her,” Cauffield grated out. “You don’t touch her. You don’t deserve to be near her after what you did.”
“It was a mistake, and I’ve paid for it.” But Jebediah did as he said and moved away from Autumn, toward Spence’s group.
Judd breathed a quick sigh of relief because the barrel of the gun followed Jebediah, away from her. She shifted, favoring her left ankle, but managed to stay on her feet.
Cauffield narrowed his eyes. “You really think prison was a sufficient punishment? You tried to kill her!” He clutched the rifle tighter against his shoulder, and Judd tensed, prepared to fire.
Autumn spoke, voice level, the same tone Judd remembered her using to placate her father. “Put the gun down. There’s no need for that.”
Jebediah continued to edge away from Autumn, drawing Cauffield’s aim, bringing the pair of them closer to Judd. “I was drunk, stupid, and in a blind rage because her mother left me.”
“That’s no excuse.”
“No,” Jebediah agreed. “But it’s the reason.”
“And what was the reason for all those years before that? The beatings, the abuse? I’m not going to let you hurt her anymore.” He dropped his head to sight down the barrel.
“Fletcher, stop! If you do this, it’s murder. Leave him to the police.”
“The police? They fucking let this animal out of his cage with no regard to you. You think they’re going to get you justice?”
“An error I intend to rectify,” Judd called. “Drop the gun. This is the police, and you’re surrounded.”
Ethan and Spence’s teams emerged from the trees, weapons at the ready. Autumn’s head whipped in his direction. Her eyes closed, and she breathed a sigh of relief. But they weren’t out of this yet. None of his men were close enough yet to get between Autumn and Cauffield.
A muscle ticked in Cauffield’s jaw. “Cooper,” he spat. “Always fucking Cooper.”
Judd signaled for the others to stay put and stepped out from behind the SUV, keeping his focus and his gun on Cauffield. “You okay, Firefly?”
“No permanent damage.”
“How long have you been out there?” Cauffield asked.
“Long enough.”
“It doesn’t matter. This isn’t about you. It’s about her and who can protect her best. I can do what you never could. I can take him out of this world, where he can never hurt her again.”
“You think I haven’t thought about that a thousand times over the years? You think the thought didn’t cross my mind when I got notice he was being released?”
“And yet he’s still standing here. Still breathing. I think he’s gotten to do that long enough.”
“If you do this, if you kill him, you’re no better than Manigault,” said Autumn.
Manigault? Judd tried to remember what she’d told him of her plot. Manigault was her ultimate big bad guy. Who had Cauffield cast in that role in his delusion? Whoever it was, the barrel dipped down a few inches.
“Listen to the lady,” Judd called out. “You haven’t hurt anybody yet. Don’t make a mistake you can never come back from.”
Cauffield turned to look at him then, eyes full of hatred and madness. “Do as you say and not as you do? I expect mistakes are something you know a helluva lot about.”
What the hell was he talking about? “Everybody makes mistakes. Smart men learn from them.”
“It’s too late, you know. Your involvement is already documented, already out there. It’s only a matter of time before they come to take you away.”
Behind Cauffield, Ethan and his team slowly edged closer, spreading out in front of Autumn in a fan.
“Take me away for what?”
“Oh, you’re gonna play dumb in front of your buddies?” Cauffield turned toward him, and Judd tensed as the barrel of the gun swung in his direction. “He’s been selling you out. Manipulating investigations, falsifying evidence, all in the name of a tidy little payday from his boss.”
This wasn’t in the book. Not in the version Autumn had told him about. Judd’s gaze flickered to her, looking for answers.
Cauffield took a quick side step, blocking him, the gun still aimed somewhere at Judd’s knees. Judd kept his service weapon steady on center mass.
“Is that why you’re here? To finish what Manigault started? Of course it is. The accident didn’t kill her, so he sent you, his pet FBI agent.” His mouth pressed into a grim line. “I won’t let anyone hurt her ever again.”
The rifle snapped up and Cauffield fired.



CHAPTER 22
A LL AROUND AUTUMN GUNFIRE exploded. She didn’t even have time to scream before someone tackled her to the ground, covering her body. Terror ripped through her, a rabid animal. No, no. Not again. Not now.
Judd.
She needed up, needed to see, needed to breathe.
In the booming silence, she struggled against the man shielding her. “Judd,” she gasped. The weight above her shifted, and she sucked in a breath. “Judd!”
“I’m all right!”
At the sound of his voice from behind her, she went limp with relief, pressing her face against the ground as her chest loosened for the first time in hours. He was safe. She hadn’t lost him.
“Ethan, keep her over there.”
“Got it.”
The man—Ethan—sat up, keeping himself solidly between her and whatever was behind him. Death. She knew that much. Could smell the blood in the air.
“You okay?” Ethan asked. “Did I hurt anything when I tackled you?”
“Nothing that wasn’t already hurt.”
Autumn rolled, and Ethan helped her into a sitting position. Past his shoulder, she saw a single, jeans-clad leg outstretched, unmoving. Mark. He’d tried to fire his weapon at a cop. She knew protocol. Knew there was no possible way he’d survived. And she didn’t care about all the questions she’d never get answered, because it was over.
Judd rose from a crouch, murmured some orders, and then he was coming for her, long legs eating up the ground. He dropped to his knees and, at last—at last—his arms were around her. Autumn couldn’t stop the tears, didn’t even try as she sobbed into his shoulder, letting loose all the worry and fear of the past two days. He held her tight, rocking them both, while the other officers went about the business of processing the crime scene.
“You came.”
“Always.”
“How did you find me?” she asked.
“We’d already figured out it was Mark who had you, but we got a call from one of your readers. I got your message.”
“God, I can’t believe that actually worked.”
“That was clever, using our old code.”
“I figured, if he found it, he’d just think it was a formatting error. I didn’t know if he’d really uploaded the book or not.”
“How did you convince him to do that?”
“Because he finished it. The version from my old laptop. He had some kind of break with reality and put us both in the story. He fully believed he was Fletcher and I was Darcy, and the books were some kind of big exposé like Wiki Leaks. So I played into the whole thing.”
Judd pulled back, stroking his hands along her face. “Did he hurt you?”
“No. No he never hurt me. He…as Fletcher, loved me in his own way. But I don’t know how things would’ve turned out if you hadn’t shown up when you did. My leaving him wasn’t part of his fantasy.”
“He wanted to protect you from Jebediah.”
“And Jebediah was trying to save me when Mark got back. We might have made it if I hadn’t fought him about it. I owe him a thank you for that.”
Judd’s expression turned grim, and she knew that Mark hadn’t been the only casualty. “How?” she asked softly. “Did he get caught in the crossfire?”
“He jumped in front of Mark’s gun.”
Stunned, Autumn stared at him. “What?”
“He took the bullet meant for me. I was wearing a vest, but he maybe didn’t know that.”
“Why would he…?”
“I guess it was his way of making amends. And going out on his own terms.”
Autumn had no idea how to feel. She’d hated her father most of her life, been terrified of him, terrorized by him. He’d been the source of the worst memories of her past. And he’d just sacrificed himself for the man she loved. There was a kind of circularity to that. Closure.
“We’re free,” she whispered.
“Yeah. Yeah we are.”
“Judd?”
They both looked up as Spence Whittaker, one of Livia’s many cousins, strode over. “Listen, we’ve got all this taken care of if you want to get her out of here. Happened in the county, so most of the details are ours.”
“You sure?” Judd asked.
“Yeah. Go take care of your woman.” He flashed a smile at Autumn. “Glad we got you back.”
“Thank you.” She raised her voice. “Thank all of you.”
There was a chorus of acknowledgments around her.
Judd got to his feet, then scooped her up. “Hospital. You’re getting a full workup. And we’ve got to call Mom and tell her you’re okay.”
“Want a ride?” Ethan stood, car keys in hand. “Since I’m not exactly here in an official capacity, I’m not real helpful at this stage.”
“I’m sorry, who are you exactly?” Autumn asked.
“Ethan Greer, U.S. Marshal Service, ma’am.”
She looked at Judd. “You called in the Marshals?”
“Actually no. Ethan’s interviewing for the position as Chief, and he volunteered to help.” The look Judd shot him was full of respect. “Thank you. And a ride would be much appreciated.”
Judd made the call to his mother as soon as cell service kicked back in. But, of course, assurances that Autumn was okay weren’t sufficient. Neither were Autumn’s own assurances, when she took the phone. The entire family was waiting at the ER on their arrival. There were tears—Patty’s and Autumn’s and even a couple from Eli, though he denied it—and hugs all around. Dr. Phillips, the attending physician, was somewhat taken aback and banished everyone but Judd and Patty to the waiting room during the exam.
“Well, Miss Buchanan, you’re remarkably lucky. You sustained a mild concussion, assorted minor lacerations and contusions. The ankle is the worst of it, but it’s not broken. Keep off it for the next several days, and you should be walking normally in a week.”
“Then you’ll be up and around for the family reunion,” Patty announced.
Autumn stared at her. “I’m sorry. The family reunion?”
Judd slipped onto the narrow exam bed and put an arm around her. “She and the rest of the family needed to do something to help. So I had them plan a family reunion.”
“He needed us out from underfoot,” Patty said, but there was no heat to her words.
“I wanted to celebrate your safe return,” Judd corrected. “The entire Hamilton clan. Aunts, uncles, cousins, the works.”
“For when?”
“I’d suggested this weekend, but apparently that wasn’t quite enough time. It’s in two weeks.”
Autumn never imagined she could laugh so soon after what she’d just been through. “I love y’all so much. I will happily be there with bells on.” It would be good to be surrounded by family after everything she’d been through.
“Good. Cause Nanna’s making all your favorites.”
“Just mine? Because I’m pretty sure the hero of the hour deserves to get anything he wants.”
He gently tugged her closer. “Already have it. I’ve got you back safe.”
    
“Taking a break?” Judd stepped out onto the pier.
Autumn looked up from her book and smiled. “It feels so good to just be outside, not looking over my shoulder, not jumping at shadows.”
He stepped around Boudreaux, scooped her out of the Adirondack chair, and settled in it himself with her across his lap.
She snuggled in, resting her head against his shoulder. “Amazon sent out the notice we crafted to let my readers know that the book they bought wasn’t actually mine, and the listing was taken down. A good thing, too. The reviews were lousy. Readers were seriously pissed at the idea of Darcy ending up with Fletcher.”
“Did they give you any trouble about it?”
“Who? Amazon? Well, I’m pretty sure it’s one of the strangest reasons for a take down request they’ve ever received, but sending them a copy of the police report cleared that right up. I sent out a newsletter to my readers explaining, in minimal detail, what happened, so all that’s left to do on that front is finish the real version of the third book.”
“And then what?” Judd asked. “When you started writing in the first place, it was for a reason that’s no longer relevant. And the books brought Mark into your life.”
“Actually, they didn’t. He’d been a patron of the library for about two years. Long before I rewrote the first book, before I published it. I don’t know if the books triggered or exacerbated his obsession or even how he stumbled on them and connected them with me. We won’t ever know that, but I’m not going to pin it on my work.”
“Good. I’ve seen how happy writing makes you. It’d be a shame to let that go because of all this.”
“I don’t intend to. I don’t miss the library at all, other than seeing Livia on a regular basis. I love what I do and I want to make a real career out of it.”
“Will you stick with this pen name? There’s a lot of notoriety attached to it now, and it’s certainly no secret.”
“I’ve realized that the whole notion of a truly secret pen name is a thing of the past. Modern technology pretty well ensures that anybody determined enough can figure it out. The fact is, scandal sells. My name, Rumor’s name, is making a splash in the media right now. It’s certainly not how I’d prefer to build a brand, but it’s there. I’m not going to give up that platform out of fear. Because I can use it. I want to use it to write fiction that will empower women. That’s been the absolute best part of this whole crazy ride—all the messages and emails from women who took that away from my work and used it to better their lives. I didn’t set out to do that deliberately when I wrote it, but I want to, moving forward, because I think it’s a meaningful use of my abilities.”
Judd kissed her brow. “I’m proud of you. For finding your passion and following it. For making it a part of your plan for the future.”
“The future’s a long way off, but it’s nice to have a destination in mind.”
The future Judd wanted was right now.
“What about you?” she asked. “The threat is past. You aren’t bound to the path you’ve been on for all these years.”
“That’s actually why I came out here. I need to run into town and take care of some things.”
She leaned back and studied his face. “You’re going to talk to Sandra.”
“I’m going to talk to Sandra,” he confirmed, though that certainly wasn’t his only business in town.
“Good. It’s the right decision. Do you mind if I stay here? Now that the technical crap has been taken care of, I think I’m ready to dive in and push toward finishing the third book.”
The non-job-related part of his errands were much better accomplished solo.
“You sure you’ll be okay on your own?” It had taken several days to deal with all the formalities. The Wachoxee County Sheriff’s Department, as well as Wishful PD did their best to leave Judd out of it so he could be home with Autumn, while she recovered. He hadn’t left her completely alone since her rescue.
“Yeah, I think so. Boudreaux and I were going to set up on the porch. He has some hard-core napping to do, and I’m hoping to knock out a couple of chapters by dinner.”
“If you’re going that head-down in the work, I’ll grab take out. What do you want?”
“Surprise me.”
Oh, I intend to.
Judd started his parade of errands with City Hall. How much had changed since he last climbed these steps. What a difference a week made.
He knocked on Sandra’s open door.
She looked up, instantly rising behind her desk as she saw him. “Judd, please, come in. Sit down.”
“Mayor Crawford.” Judd took a seat in one of the visitor’s chairs, feeling too big for the space and eager to get this conversation over with. “Thank you for seeing me.”
“Of course. I wanted to speak with you, too. How’s Autumn?”
The first couple of days home had been rough. But the nightmares had already stopped, and she seemed to be at peace with her father’s death. Once his body was released, he’d be cremated. She was, as she’d already demonstrated, focused on the future instead of the past.
“She’s a remarkably resilient woman.”
Sandra came around the desk and sat in the other visitor’s chair, facing him. “I owe you an apology. On behalf of the entire City Council. I’m sorry we questioned you. You were right and Autumn was hurt. When I think about what could’ve happened—”
“Don’t,” he said. “It didn’t.”
“It didn’t because you did your job, and you did it well, despite or maybe because of your personal connection to the situation. You’re an excellent cop and a good man, Judd, and you’ve done a good job as Chief of Police. We’d like you to keep the job permanently.”
“I appreciate the apology and the offer, but that’s not why I’m here. I’m tendering my resignation.”
“As Chief?”
“From Wishful PD entirely.”
Distress flickered over her face. “Judd, no. I know you took the job under stressful conditions, and you’ve had to cope with things that no one ought to have to cope with, but don’t let that drive you away.”
“I’m not. The fact is, y’all accused me of using departmental resources for personal reasons. And I absolutely did. My entire career as a cop has been for one purpose, and one purpose alone: To keep Autumn safe whenever Jebediah got released. Now, I stand by my use of those resources because she was legitimately in danger, albeit not from the quarter I expected. But the fact is, my reason for being here doesn’t exist anymore.”
“But you’re so good at it.”
“I’m good at being a cop. I’m good at investigation. And that’s why I’ve accepted a position as Investigator with the Wachoxee County Sheriff’s Department. So I’m here to officially resign and give my full support to Ethan Greer’s candidacy for Chief of Police.”
“Why him?”
“Because he offered up his help to find Autumn when he didn’t have to. He used the resources he had to assist in the investigation. He’s got a good mind, a good head on his shoulders, and a willingness to sacrifice himself for the good of this town. And he’s better at all the liaising and politicking than I’d ever be. I don’t know who your other candidates are, but he’s my pick, for whatever that’s worth.”
“It’s worth a lot. And much as I hate to lose you, I can see your mind is made up, so I’ll wish you well in your new job.”
Judd left her office feeling lighter than he had in years.
Today felt like the first day of the rest of his life. As he hit the sidewalk outside City Hall, there was a spring in his step and a smile on his face. The family reunion was less than a week away. If he was going to take the next step of that life there, he had about a million details to sort out. Time to get busy.



EPILOGUE
F OR ALL SHE’D BEEN in and out of the Hamilton household all her life, Autumn wasn’t sure she’d ever truly known how many of them there were. It was one thing to objectively know how many cousins Judd had. It was entirely another to see them all in one place. Owen was one of Pop and Nanna’s three children. Each of them had also had three children. And that didn’t even begin to cover the extended family brought in by Pop’s brother and sister and their progeny.
Picnic tables and camp chairs covered the lawn outside the back of Pop and Nanna’s house, and there were people at all of them. Pop and his brother were manning the grill, arguing over the right ratio of charcoal. Nanna was inside with several of the other Hamilton women, finishing up enough cobbler to feed the army. The counters in her kitchen were covered with more casseroles than Autumn had ever seen in one place outside a church potluck. She sat at a corner of the back deck and absorbed the sounds and scents of life.
“What are you smiling about?” Judd asked, dropping onto the glider beside her.
Autumn automatically snuggled into the curve of his arm. “Just because I’m happy.”
“You don’t mind all the crazy?”
“It’s the best kind of crazy.”
“Spoken like a true Hamilton,” Leo announced in a voice so loud, Autumn wondered how many beers he’d had already.
Everybody’s attention shot their way.
Judd lifted a brow. “Nice, little bro.”
Leo just shrugged and grinned.
Definitely at least two too many beers for this early.
Judd shifted to face her. “The thing is, you’ve been an unofficial part of this family for twenty-five years. I think it’s time we change that.”
The sudden quiet sparked Autumn’s nerves, as did the look in Judd’s eyes as he slid off the seat.
“What are you doing?” she hissed.
“Catching up,” he said, and sank to one knee.
Someone—Patty?—squeaked, but Autumn couldn’t take her eyes off Judd to check.
“When you came to us in high school, my parents could’ve adopted you. They didn’t. And it had nothing to do with them not wanting you as part of the family. You were always meant to be a Hamilton, it just wasn’t through them. They knew that, maybe before I acknowledged it myself. But the truth is, I’ve loved you since I was six years old. I’ll love you until I’m a hundred and six. So—” He pulled a box out of his pocket. “I’m asking you, Autumn Elizabeth, in front of literally the entire Hamilton clan, to marry me.” He flicked the box open.
Autumn dimly registered the ring, but she couldn’t take her eyes off his. Her heart felt so full, for long moments, she couldn’t speak. Here was everything she’d always wanted. Family. Friendship. And more love than a body could contain.
She reached out, cupping his face between her palms. “It’s been yes since we were seventeen.”
The twins whooped and everybody cheered, as Judd scooped her up and kissed her until they were both out of breath.
“Mom,” he said, “you may now hit number seven on your speed dial.”
“Oh boy!” Patty whipped out her phone and hit the number.
From somewhere around the corner, a tinny version of “Here comes the bride” began to play. Patty’s jaw dropped open as an older gentleman stepped up on the porch. “Reverend Prescott?”
“She said yes,” Judd announced.
“Got that. Congratulations!” Then the minister stuck two fingers in his mouth and let loose an ear-splitting whistle.
From across the yard, the barn door opened and people began to spill out like clowns from a tiny car.
“What is going on?” Autumn asked.
Judd lifted her hand, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “We’re getting married.”
“Here? Now?”
“Well, as soon as you and Babette decide on a dress.” He nodded toward the Brides and Belles van pulling out from behind the barn.
Autumn stared at him. “You…organized our wedding?”
“I wasted years being an idiot. I’m not wasting another day.” When she said nothing, for the first time, uncertainty flickered over his face. “If this isn’t what you want, we can wait and do it later. I just thought, everybody’s here and—”
She cut him off with a fierce kiss. “Whatever you did, it’s absolutely perfect.”
“Then go find your dress, while we finish setting up.”
Patty and Nanna spirited her to the back of the house. Babette brought in a full rack of dresses in her size, in every type imaginable. But like Autumn’s choice in men, the first one was exactly right. Ivory satin, with clean lines and a sweep of skirt to her ballet slipper clad toes, it suited her and the simple, perfect wedding she’d been gifted. Judd’s cousin, Emma, whipped out some hot rollers, while his other cousin, Amelia, started in on Autumn’s makeup. It was a bit like being put through bridal boot camp. But an hour later, she was ready to walk down the aisle and marry her best friend in front of his entire family.
“They’re ready!” Nanna announced. “Oh my lord, don’t you look beautiful.”
“So beautiful,” Patty sniffed and waved a hand at her face. She was already a weepy mess. “Don’t mind me, I’m just so happy. I can’t believe he did this.”
Autumn smiled and linked her arm through her future mother-in-law’s. “I think it was as much a surprise for you as for me. And hey, you did get to use your speed dial.”
“I did.” She gave a teary grin. “So I’ll forgive him for depriving me of getting to plan the wedding.”
“Cheer up. You still have Eli and Leo.”
“True, but a daughter’s wedding is extra special.”
Autumn felt her throat go tight. “Oh hell, is this mascara waterproof?”
“Well, clean yourself up right quick, Patty,” Nanna ordered. “The photographer’s already snapping pictures.”
“Oh, there’s a photographer?” Autumn asked.
“And flowers, and chairs, and music. He covered everything. All your friends just showed up in a caravan.”
He’d made sure there were people here for her. “Just when I thought I couldn’t love him any more,” Autumn murmured.
By the time she came out of the house, the long slope of front lawn had been transformed. Rows of white chairs, filled with guests—Hamiltons and friends—had been set up in a neat rectangle, bisected by a long white runner. Little arrangements of greenery and deep blue ribbon accented the end of each row. At the front of the aisle, beneath an arbor twined with climbing roses, the minister stood, Bible in hand. Eli and Leo, both dressed in tuxes, flanked Reverend Prescott on one side.
“Oh my God, you’re gorgeous!” Livia gushed.
Autumn turned to find her friend in a blue dress that matched the ribbon, a bouquet of flowers in her hand. Riley stood beaming right behind in a matching dress.
“Oh God, now I’m going to cry. He even made sure you were both bridesmaids?”
Riley flapped a hand toward Autumn’s stinging eyes. “No, no crying until this and all the pictures are done. It’s the rule.” She handed over an enormous bouquet of lilies. Autumn’s favorite.
Livia grinned. “Married now. Hugs later. Let’s get this show on the road.”
As if waiting for her signal, music rolled out of speakers from…somewhere. Riley began making her way down the aisle to Pachelbel’s Canon in D.
But wait. Judd wasn’t up front. They couldn’t start the wedding without him. Autumn started to call out, but refrained. Maybe he was going to come out after the wedding party was in place? Didn’t some weddings work like that? So she held her tongue as the processional continued. Livia took her position beside Riley.
Everybody stood up and turned around, looking at her. The music shifted into the bridal march and still no Judd. Cameras flashed. Autumn didn’t move. How could she? Her groom was MIA.
A warm hand slipped into hers. Autumn looked up. And there he was, breathtaking in his tux, as she’d known he’d be. He smiled at her, and she smiled back, her moment of doubt washed away by joy. Judd tipped his head toward the crowd.
Ready for this?
Autumn nodded.
Judd tucked her hand through his arm and they walked the aisle, between family and friends, as they’d done everything else for most of their lifetime.
Together.
    
If you loved Autumn and Judd's happy ever after, come meet the other heroes of Wishful in the rest of the Wishing For a Hero series here.
Up next is Kelsey Browning’s Going Hard. Wealthy sports agent Grif Steele returns to North Carolina because his hometown has fallen on hard times and needs his help. When a stalker targets his ex-lover Carlie Beth Parrish, will Grif step in to protect her, or will the fourteen-year-old secret she's keeping tear them apart forever?
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CHAPTER 1
I f his phone buzzed inside his suit pocket one more time today, Grif would be happy to lob it into the Pacific and watch it float toward Hawaii.
“That damn thing ever stop ringing?” his brother Jonah asked as he unfolded his lean body from the car.
“Every third Sunday between two forty-eight and three oh-two.” After years of getting a complete surge of energy each time his smartphone rang, sometimes he now fantasized about grinding it to bits beneath his heel. But then he remembered it was his livelihood. Remembered it was a symbol of all he’d accomplished.
Remembered it was his pathetic security blanket. Even if that blanket was ragged at the edges and full of holes after what had happened last fall.
Thankfully the constant calls from reporters had finally stopped, which made resisting the urge to drown his phone a little easier.
Besides, that was impossible today since he was in North Carolina instead of California. Outside his hometown’s redbrick city hall, he shut the door of his blu passione Maserati, Louise, and gave Jonah a chin lift over the roof. “Gotta get this before we go inside.”
“Be my guest.”
He hit the accept button. “Steele here.”
“Grif, we got problems.” By the man’s panicked tone and flat Midwestern accent, the caller was clearly Dean Lindstrom, the Houston Hurricanes star forward.
“Well, that’s pretty clear since you never call me when things are all sunshine and daisies.” And Grif wasn’t known as the Steele Shark throughout the pro sports industry for nothing. “What’s up?”
“The team’s head trainer is pushing for me to have that ACL surgery, made it mandatory for me to see a surgeon before I can get back on the ice. And I’m afraid the general manager is actually listening to that crap.”
Grif doubted it, but he couldn’t be away from his clients for two days without some shit hitting the fan. Something he’d had to risk because he’d needed a break from it all so damn bad. He scanned Main Street, backdropped by the Smoky Mountains on one side and part of the Pisgah National Forest on the other, and inhaled a deep breath of western North Carolina air. “Look, I’m about to walk into another meeting, but this deal will take me all of ten minutes to close. After that, I’ll talk to the trainer.”
“I need this handled today.”
“Dean, do I tell you how to out-deke a goalie in a shootout?”
“Are you crazy?”
“Then get off my ice and go do your own job.”
“When will I hear—”
“You’ll hear back from me when I have something worth saying.” Grif hit the end button and pocketed his phone. Took a second to straighten his suit coat and shoot the cuffs of his Carroll & Co. shirt.
“Problems in paradise?” Jonah was lounging against a parking meter in his normal uniform of tennis shoes, jeans, and lewd T-shirt. This particular one boasted a picture of two pigs doing the deed and said Make bacon, not war.
“Sometimes being a sports agent is like having a daycare full of two-hundred-fifty–pound toddlers.”
“At least you don’t have to shove them in high chairs and feed them creamed spinach.”
At that image, an internal shudder worked its way through him. “I don’t really understand kids.”
“Have you forgotten you were one once?”
“Back then I didn’t have to feed myself or wipe my own ass.”
With a nod toward a young mother toting one kid on her hip and holding another by the hand, Jonah said, “I think kids are kinda cool.”
“Well, you hang around Canyon Ridge long enough and maybe you can score yourself a Suzy Homemaker.” He glanced around the small downtown area again. Not a lot shaking on a Friday afternoon. Nothing like Los Angeles, where some deal, some hustle, was always going down. One car drove past and an older lady in a faded pink cocktail suit crossed at the light and moseyed into Highland Bank & Trust. “Y’all can get to work on pumping out the next generations of Steeles.”
“I’ll keep that in mind after the mayor hands over the keys to the city.” Jonah headed for the door to City Hall and Grif followed.
Yeah, that was the reason Grif was back on this coast for a few days, to help his baby brother bail out a town that would otherwise sink under the weight of debt and bad decisions. Good thing Jonah had big buckets.
But Grif still thought the whole thing was a sucker’s deal.
A half hour later, as he signed the stack of papers in front of him, Mayor Gene Hackberry looked as if he’d recently eaten a mess of chili-cheese fries and desperately needed a handful of Maalox or a big-ass belch. The older man pushed the contract across his desk, and Grif reached for it.
Jonah blocked him with a strategic elbow. “Dude, leave it alone.”
“You don’t sign anything I haven’t read.” After all, that was his superpower, negotiating multimillion-dollar contracts and making sure his clients got the best—the very best—end of the deal. Jonah might not be on Grif’s roster, but he was family, and no one screwed over one of the Steele brothers.
Grif skewered Jonah with a glare that had made major-league team owners piss themselves, but he just barked out a laugh. “You’ve read this damn thing so many times you can probably recite it like a nursery rhyme. Get off your tuffet, Miss Muffet, and let’s get the fuck on with this.”
“You’re about to sign away a lot of money.”
Jonah turned a grin on him, the sly I’ve-got-it-all-under-control one that had made him very popular among the ladies in Seattle. “I’ve got it to burn.”
True. Since Grif had helped him with the sale of Steele Trap Entertainment, his mega-successful video gaming company, Jonah could bathe in a different stack of hundreds every day and never run out. “But do you really want to be the owner of a small North Carolina town?”
Not to mention one that was flat-out belly-up.
“No, but I want to save our hometown,” he said. “And I count myself lucky to be able to do it.”
It was Grif’s job to steer guys with too much money and too little sense away from deals like this, and here he was, watching his brother hand over bags of cash. But Jonah was obviously bored, and a bored Jonah was a dangerous Jonah.
Frustrated with the whole thing, Grif shoved at his hair and leaned back in one of the mayor’s fake leather visitor chairs.
With his scratching scrawl, Jonah plowed through the pages in front of him, signing one after the other. When he finished, the mayor looked even more dyspeptic, but Jonah was grinning so wide Grif would swear on a stack of Mount Shiloh Baptist Church hymnals that he could see his brother’s wisdom teeth.
“We never should’ve built that damn sports complex.” The mayor pushed himself to his feet and held out a hand to Jonah. “Not sure what we would’ve done if you hadn’t approached the city council about helping out Canyon Ridge—”
“Not Canyon anymore.” Jonah stood as well, but he didn’t return the man’s gesture. “The contract says the town will be renamed. Steele Ridge.”
“Son, that name change is gonna take a little getting used to, so why don’t we just ease everyone into—”
“Sir, I’m not your son.” Jonah’s smile never wavered, but it took on an edge as he picked up his set of the contract papers and slid them into an envelope. “So why don’t you get the post office on that change right away? No use in dragging it out.”
“I see.” The mayor shifted his focus to Grif and tried the handshake thing again. Least Grif could do was follow through when his brother hadn’t. “Grif, it’ll be great to have you on board.”
On board? What did that mean? But Grif never let the other side see gaps in his prep work, so he just said, “Thank you.”
Jonah caught Grif by the suit coat sleeve and yanked. “Great doing business with you, but we have another meeting to get to.”
Oh, once they made it outside, little brother was gonna pay for that stunt. He damn well knew not to fuck with Grif’s wardrobe. Grif removed Jonah’s fingers from the fabric, smoothed his sleeve, and calmly walked out of the mayor’s office. But once they were through the lobby and outside on the steps, Grif rounded on Jonah. “Steele Ridge? We never talked about renaming the damn town.”
One of Jonah’s shoulders did a casual up and down. “I figure if I’m throwing down several million dollars, we should get something out of it.”
A nerve behind Grif’s right eyeball pulsed. “Jesus, you’re getting plenty out of it.” Plenty of pain in the ass as far as he was concerned. “You basically own a town of eight thousand people, twenty thousand acres of western Carolina land, and a belly-up sports complex.”
Yeah, that complex was what had done in the town. They’d gambled big on attracting folks to Canyon—hell, Steele—Ridge and lost when another facility had been built forty miles east in Asheville. Who was going to mosey out to Podunk when they could get their rock climbing and Zumba-ing on inside the city?
No. One.
Jonah wandered over to a nearby parking spot, checked out the sign in front of a boring midsized sedan. “This should do, don’t you think?”
“If you’re looking to buy a new car, you can do better than that.”
“Nah, man. I asked for a parking spot for Mom. Figured this one’s right in the middle of everything. Perfect.”
So this was the reason Jonah hadn’t been hot for Grif to read through the contract again. He’d slid in a few bullshit stipulations. Fine. If getting his way, having a little control, made him feel better, then Grif would let it slide. This time. “If you want my help in the future, don’t ever screw around with my contracts again.”
“You got it.” Jonah slung an arm around Grif’s shoulders. “But there’s no need to since I got everything I wanted this time.”
Grif’s gut roiled like it did when a team’s management was trying to lowball him during negotiations. Didn’t happen often anymore. But early on they’d tried because he’d been the youngest hot-shit sports agent in Los Angeles. “What else did you demand besides a parking spot and a new town name? And what the hell was Hackberry talking about when he said it would be great to have me on board?”
“Well,” Jonah drawled, his country accent coming out. “I got Mom that parking space. And you? Hey, I got you a new job as city manager.”
The temperature was only in the high fifties, normal for early April, but Carlie Beth was sweating like a hog being led to the butchering table. Wearing thick gloves, goggles, a full helmet, and dark coveralls, she was absorbing the heat, making the temperature inside her welding gear a good fifteen degrees hotter.
“Hold that pipe steady.” Her instructions to her apprentice Austin Burns were muffled by the plastic shield protecting her face, but he nodded his understanding and adjusted his grip on the length of black steel.
He shifted his weight, what there was of it on his lanky nineteen-year-old frame. “You heard about the new jam sessions over at Pisgah Brewing Company?”
Keeping up with stuff the neighboring town’s brewery hosted was outside her daily to-dos. She shook her head, and a trickle of sweat slipped its way from under her do-rag and down her temple. Twenty bucks. That’s what she’d give to wipe away the irritating distraction.
But doing that while holding a welding torch was an excellent way to become both blind and bald.
Like it would really matter all that much. It wasn’t as if her long strawberry-blond hair and brown eyes were reeling in eligible bachelors these days. Usually she didn’t care because men her age tended to have marriage on the mind, and she’d scratched that off her bucket list when the only man who’d asked had up and disappeared on her.
She seemed to have that effect on men.
So she’d reconciled herself to handling her responsibilities on her own, but a little discreet, mutually beneficial adult time wouldn’t hurt her feelings. But instead of giving that too much airtime in her head, she concentrated on the task before her, a patch job on a cattle guard she’d spot-welded a couple of times before.
“Thought I’d take my guitar”—Austin’s voice was muted behind his protective gear, too—“and sit in on some songs.”
“Bet you’ll have a great time and the girls’ll love it.” Other people were thinking of their weekend plans at four o’clock on a Friday afternoon, and here she was surrounded by cows and sweating over a cattle guard. Sexy on steroids.
Fixing cattle guards wasn’t flashy, but it paid the bills, unlike her artisan blacksmithing projects. If only she could make as much money for a hand-forged door knocker as she did mending fences and gates. Maybe if she kept selling well through the gallery here in town, she could approach others. And then—
Stop daydreaming about art and deal with what’s right in front of you.
But before she could bend over the joint again, Austin said, “I thought maybe you could…that you might want to—”
“Carlie Beth!”
She spotted someone in her peripheral vision and idled down the welding machine. It gave her the perfect excuse to lift her visor and attack that damn sweat. She wiped at her face and turned toward the cattle farmer she was doing the patch job for. “Hey, Dave.”
“You almost done there?” His ever-present baseball cap, embroidered with the Black Horn Ranch logo, bobbed when he nodded toward the cattle guard.
She squatted down and pointed out the joints where the cross pipes joined the frame. “I know you only mentioned this weak spot on the right-hand side, but I went ahead and checked everything. I don’t know who originally made this guard for you, but either the soldering was shoddy or your cows have been gaining weight.”
“I’ve run some heavy stuff over it lately.” The way Dave’s face bloomed with a dull pink made her wonder exactly what type of stuff he was talking about. A commercial crane? A tank? A T-Rex?
Seemed like he was always having some issue with his fencing and pens.
“Well, another fifteen minutes and you should be in good shape.” She started to flip her visor down and return to her work, but Dave reached out. His fingertips came within a couple inches of her elbow, but never actually made contact.
“I…um…I was wondering if maybe you’d like to go out with me tonight. We could head over to Maggie Valley to that new sushi place. I’m not much for raw fish, but Yvonne mentioned you like it, so…”
Dammit it to Georgia and back. Here she’d just been bellyaching about her lack of social life and then this.
Thanks, God.
“Oh, that’s really nice of you to offer, but—”
“She’s going with me to listen to music.”
Carlie Beth did a quick double-take at Austin’s interruption, his presumption, and the way he squared his shoulders. His fists were clenching and releasing at his sides.
With an almost undetectable lip curl, Dave ignored the younger man and asked her, “You got more welding jobs after mine?”
“No, but I have to work tonight. I promised Randi I’d fill in at Triple B.” The locals joked that Blues, Brews, and Books was too long to remember, so they’d given the restaurant and bar a nickname.
Dave’s face lost all animation. “You know what men go to bars for.”
Carlie Beth’s mental eye roll did a swimmer’s turn in her head. One of Dave’s Black Angus meandered over and nibbled at the sleeve of her coveralls, and she scratched its broad forehead. Suppressing a smile, she said to Dave, “Beer?”
He huffed in disgust and yanked off his cap, giving Carlie Beth a glimpse of his receding hairline. Bouncing the hat against his thigh, he shot a quick glare at her apprentice. “No, they go looking for hookups.”
And Lord, a temporary hookup sounded just right to Carlie Beth’s long-neglected girl parts right now. But Dave wasn’t a one-night kinda guy, and Carlie Beth had no interest in developing anything more with him. Truth be told, she wasn’t even attracted to him. And that was downright pitiful because he was a nice man even if his looks were average. But she’d learned there was no explaining what set off a spark between a man and woman.
Austin shoved his helmet back so far that it flew off and hit the ground with a bounce. His dark hair was as sweaty as hers and had curled against his forehead and neck, making him look like a boy-band lead singer after an energetic concert. His chest bowed out and he advanced on Dave. “What’re you trying to say? Carlie Beth is a nice girl and you’re talking to her like she’s some—”
“Hey, hey. I think this whole conversation took a sideways turn.” With some quick footwork, Carlie Beth stepped in between them. She wasn’t a girl, nice or otherwise. And all she’d wanted to do was get this job done and get paid. She certainly hadn’t expected some strange pissing contest between her apprentice and one of her best repeat customers. “Thank you both for your kind invitations of dinner and music, but I’m not available tonight.”
“Maybe some other time.” Dave jammed his hat back on his head, but the movement couldn’t disguise his scowl. He gave Austin another shit-on-my-shoe look, then glanced at Carlie Beth. “You seeing someone else?”
He damn well knew she wasn’t. Gossip in Canyon Ridge flowed faster than the upper Nantahala River when they opened the dam each year. “No, but—”
“Then expect me to ask again.” Dave strode toward his waiting crew-cab truck, and the driver’s side door shut with a definitive slam.
“He’s a dickhead,” Austin huffed, glaring at Dave’s truck as he pulled away. “He should know you’re way above him. Too pretty for an old balding guy like him.”
Carlie Beth flipped down her visor so Austin wouldn’t see her squeeze her eyes closed. She’d been taking care of herself and her business since she was her apprentice’s age. While he was thinking of bands and beer, she’d been worried about raising her baby. And she’d made a life—a good one—and she damn well wasn’t a dog treat to be growled over by a man she wasn’t interested in and a boy who worked for her.
She’d committed to training Austin to be a blacksmith and she would do that to the best of her ability, which meant she had to throw a blanket over whatever ideas he had about her being more than his boss. “Not that it’s any of your concern,” she told him. “But if I want to date Dave, that’s my business.”
And as for Dave, she needed these soulless welding jobs. They were what put food on her and Aubrey’s table. She might just have to say yes to a dinner if that’s what it took to stay on his good side.
Jesus, what a world she lived in.
A place where a blacksmith had to resort to sushi prostitution.



CHAPTER 2
C arlie Beth’s estimated half hour stretched to a full one when she checked the cattle guard’s wings only to discover weak joints there as well. If she hadn’t already done such a good patch job on the thing, she might’ve felt obligated to advise Dave to buy a new one.
Hmm…maybe she could start fabricating guards and gates herself. At least then they’d be quality. Which would also reduce the opportunity to fix them in the future. Her work was not shoddy, that was for damn sure. Plus, projects that size would take all the room in her forge, something she wasn’t willing to give up.
She checked her welding machine to make sure it was secure on the trailer, swung herself up into her old but beloved SUV, and headed back into town. Thank goodness Austin had his own wheels so she didn’t have to deflect any more invitations. But she still didn’t have time to swing by her house and get cleaned up if she planned to be at Triple B on time. Randi’d had enough of a struggle lately without worrying about her staff’s punctuality. Carlie Beth would just have to make do with a quick shower in Randi’s private bathroom at the bar. If Carlie Beth went in looking—and smelling—like this, she wouldn’t score a tip all night. And Aubrey’s next orthodontist bill was coming due.
She parked in the almost empty lot behind the building and grabbed her boots and uniform of jeans and a white T-shirt embroidered with Blues, Brews, and Books over the right breast. When she opened the back door, she was momentarily blinded by the change from bright spring sunshine to the stockroom’s darker interior.
Although Randi would kill her a hundred times over if she waltzed into the bar looking like this, Carlie Beth would die of dehydration if she didn’t get something to drink. Right this second.
Her eyes adjusted now, she hung her clothes in the storage area and eased open the door into the bar. A quick glance around revealed no sign of Randi or anyone else.
Perfect. A quick in and out with a glass of Cheerwine, and she’d be home free.
A vee of sunlight splashed across the wood floor, signaling someone coming in the front door. Carlie Beth bolted behind the bar and crouched down. Maybe she could snag a drink and get out before whoever it was saw her. She grabbed a highball glass and quickly filled it from the soda gun. The sweet scent from the soft drink was too much of a temptation and she gulped down several swallows, making her head contract in a painful brain freeze. “Ugh,” she moaned but went back for more, draining the glass.
“Dean,” a male voice said from somewhere disturbingly close by, “I talked with the GM and straightened out the misunderstanding about your surgical consult. Believe me, he wants you back on the ice as much as you want to be out there.”
At the man’s rumble above her, every tiny hair on Carlie Beth’s body did a Don King imitation. She hadn’t heard that voice in years, not until his mom’s sixtieth birthday party a few months back. He’d called out to her, his smile just as charming and sinful as she remembered. Panic had swamped her, and she’d hightailed it out of there, leaving her best Pyrex bowl in the middle of the food table.
But one night fifteen years ago that voice had whispered the smoothest dirty talk Carlie Beth had ever heard directly into her ear. While the man himself was sliding inside her.
“Yeah, this is exactly the reason you pay me the big bucks.” His low laugh shimmied through Carlie Beth. “I’ll check in with you when I get back to town.”
His Carolina Boy drawl had matured into the intoxicating smoothness of expensive artisanal whisky. And she knew the risks of bingeing on it.
“Anyone here?” he called out. “Because I could sure as hell use a drink.”
An arm came over the bar top to snag a glass and she squeezed closer to the shelves. The next time she had a craving for a Cheerwine, she would stop at the Sack & Snack before coming in here. But for now, she was trapped.
“Hope you don’t mind, but I’m making my own.” His words were accompanied by the sound of liquid being poured.
She could pretend she was in a bubble, unable to see or hear anything, and just waddle her butt back to the hallway. But she wasn’t a timid little girl. She was a grown woman. A strong woman, who didn’t hide from things. Okay, so maybe she’d hidden a thing or two, but she had to face the man she knew was on the other side of this bar.
Carlie Beth filled her lungs with air, then lifted her head.
He was leaning over the wood expanse, staring down at where she was crouched next to the extra shot glasses. Every molecule she’d just inhaled whooshed back out.
He shouldn’t impact her this way. He couldn’t impact her this way.
His eyebrows drew in over his nose. “Carlie Beth, what are you doing back there? And why do you look like you just lost a mud-wrestling match?”
Griffin Steele was one of those men born on a day when God was in an excellent mood. Artfully mussed golden-brown hair and eyes the blue of titanium welded too hot. A face that made angels break out into The Whip and a smile that made women like Carlie Beth lose their panties.
Fifteen years ago, those laugh lines around his eyes and mouth hadn’t yet put in an appearance. Now, they hinted that he was a man who’d been around the block. Probably in a Mercedes Benz with a number of beautiful women riding shotgun. At that thought, something that felt oddly like jealousy sparked inside her midsection.
No, that was just her stomach growling from missing lunch. Because one look at Grif and she’d realized he was the masculine version of the Mad Batter Bakery’s sinful hazelnut cream cheese puffs. Delicious, but so dangerous. Few women could resist that kind of temptation.
You can. You have. And you will.
With Grif staring, uneasiness swarmed over her. The sweat on her skin was cooling, making her shiver. Her hair was half stuck to her face, half a bedraggled tail hanging limp on her shoulder. No makeup. Not a speck. Seven-year-old jeans and a Canyon Ridge band booster T-shirt from Aubrey’s drawer.
This was what happened when Carlie Beth put off doing laundry. Her face went hot because although she was a mere bra size bigger than Aubrey, that shiver had woken up her nipples, now clearly visible against her snug shirt. “I…uh…wait tables here. I was just grabbing a soda before getting cleaned up.”
She tried to get her legs to work, but the damn things were apparently just as affected as her lungs. Get your shit together, you two.
“Looks like yours is empty.” Grif leaned farther over the bar top and held out the glass he’d already filled. “Here. Take mine.”
She couldn’t tear her attention away from his hands. Those long, talented fingers were able to finesse a curveball and a woman’s curves. Tan and obviously strong, they did more for her than seeing another man’s naked body. “No, I couldn’t—”
“I insist.”
So he was still a gentleman, something she’d found hard to resist years ago and couldn’t seem to hold out against now, either. Her hand was shaking as she reached up and took the lowball glass. She tried not to touch him, but it was impossible. Her fingertips grazed his knuckles, shooting heat up her arms and into her torso.
Grif’s gaze dropped to her chest, held there for long enough to make the soft fabric of her bra feel scratchy and binding, almost unbearable against her tight nipples. When he finally looked up, his eyes had darkened to navy.
She knew that color.
It was the color of sex.
“The waitstaff isn’t supposed to drink while working,” she said, trying to keep her voice steadier than her knees. Unable to stand being at such a disadvantage for a single second longer, she gave her thigh muscles a pep talk and drew herself up to her meager five-foot-three height.
But her legs were still unreliable and she desperately needed whatever was in the glass she was gripping like it might grow wings and fly away. Bracing a hip against the bar, she took a deep swallow.
Son of a monkey!
There wasn’t a drop of soda or water in that glass. If she had to guess, it was a double shot of high-end Glenlivet. She inhaled, and the air burned all the way down her throat and lit a brushfire in her stomach.
“Not what you were expecting?” Grif’s wide smile dazzled her, making her head reel with the effect.
“Nope.” She wheezed through the pain. “But just what the doctor ordered. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go get cleaned up.” With as much dignity as possible given her disheveled appearance, she flashed a smile at him and turned toward the hallway.
“Carlie Beth.” Grif’s whisky-tinged voice came from behind her. “Aren’t you going to give me my drink?”
Not a chance in hell. Rather than answer, she gulped the rest of the liquor and tossed the empty glass to him.
Twenty minutes later, Carlie Beth was headed back toward the restaurant and bar, feeling moderately in control after coming face-to-face with Grif Steele. Hot water, a ponytail elastic, and Just Peachy lipstick could do that for a girl. Still, she practiced a little yoga breathing before pushing open the door into the bar.
B. B. King was playing softly on the jukebox and the first person in her path was Randi, eyebrows raised. Her hair was a golden waterfall down her back, highlighting her enviable green eyes. “Drinking on the job, huh?”
For Pete’s sake. “How did you—”
“I can see how those two might make a girl very thirsty.” A smile lit up Randi’s face, and she gave a head tilt toward the men sitting at a barnwood table in the corner. The light from the rustic silver pendant above highlighted their handsome faces.
Hmph. Grif must’ve said something to Randi about needing a refill. Carlie Beth tried to ignore him and instead studied the man who’d joined him while she was showering. Jonah Steele had dark shaggy hair that looked as if it hadn’t seen the sharp end of a pair of scissors in months. He happened to glance up and grin at her, pleasure clear in his hazel eyes. Oh, that one had a mischievous streak when he was a kid. At ten years old, he’d hacked into the school’s computer network just before report cards went out. Strangely enough, every student in Canyon Ridge made honor roll that term and had been given an unexpected school holiday. From what she heard around town, Jonah’s propensity for trouble mixed with fun hadn’t changed one bit.
But even through his smile, she could see his face was now shadowed with seriousness, something that made her think he’d suffered damage he couldn’t quite erase.
Carlie Beth nodded at him, then grabbed a short apron from behind the counter. Tying it in a perfect bow around her waist, she kept her attention on a vintage Lance crackers sign on the wall. It promised just right…right now!
Ha. With Grif sitting across the room, there was nothing right right about now, that was for damn sure. “Not interested,” she said cheerfully to Randi.
“You’d have to be dead not to be interested.”
Then drop her six feet under, because she had no plans to get close to anyone in the Steele family. It was too dangerous, not only to her mental state but to her complete state of being. “Which station am I taking tonight?”
Randi checked the plastic clipboard where she mapped out the waitstaff assignments in erasable marker. “Looks like three.”
Carlie Beth’s head popped up, but she didn’t look at the table situated smack-dab in the middle of station three. “You did that on purpose.”
The purple marker tapped against Randi’s bottom lip. “Why in the world would I do that?”
“I have no idea,” she snapped before she caught herself. Not the way to treat a friend, Carlie Beth. So she let out a deep breath and smiled. If she made too big a deal of this, Randi would get suspicious, and she didn’t need anyone poking around in her history with a certain Steele brother. “Sorry. Just a tough day.”
“You’ll be the first one I send home tonight.”
“Thanks.” For a second, Carlie Beth gave a fleeting thought to asking another waitress to trade tables, but quickly nixed the idea. She could handle serving Grif Steele beer or whisky or whatever else he wanted to drink. No sweat off her brow. No water off her back. No…no…yeah, she had nothing else.
Might as well get this over with.
She grabbed a serving tray and headed directly for Grif and Jonah’s table. “Gentlemen, can I get you a refill?”
“Hey there, Carlie Beth,” Jonah said.
Grif propped an elbow on the table and leaned in, his grin never faltering. “That was some quick cleanup work.”
She set her teeth in what she hoped looked like a smile instead of the lockjaw it was and stood there undergoing Grif’s slow scrutiny. His scan started at her feet, covered with her favorite cowboy boots, bad-ass black with a red flame stitch and toebug. They were from a custom boot shop in a little Texas town called Prophecy. She’d splurged on them when she sold her first commissioned blacksmithing project.
His perusal was slower than pouring molasses in January, and it took every bit of Carlie Beth’s self-discipline to keep from shifting from foot to foot. He took in her bootcut jeans and checked out her white vee-neck T-shirt as if it was the most interesting fashion to come off a European runway.
Do NOT respond. She mentally chanted the three-word command to her nipples. And good Jesus, she’d talked more to those two sluts in the past half hour than they’d been touched in the past two years. And they listened about as well as her childhood pet, a golden retriever, had when he’d been on the scent of something.
Which was not at all.
When Grif finally made it to her face, Carlie Beth was about to jump out of her skin. She’d never understood that phrase until this moment. But if her bones and muscles and nerves could find a convenient exit, they would leave her epidermis lying on the bar floor like a bear-skin rug.
“A testament that Ivory soap can work wonders.” His eyes sparked with amused interest.
Carlie Beth casually braced a hand on an empty chair to shore up her wobbly knees. “Now that you two have checked behind my ears, can I get you something else from the bar?”
“Oh, ho.” Jonah chuckled and shot a look at his brother. “Now that sounds like a challenge.”
No, no, no, no.
But of course Grif smoothly rose to his feet, his elegant dress shirt hugging his chest and tapering into obviously expensive gray slacks. He’d hung the matching jacket over his seat and turned back his shirt cuffs in two precise folds. He rounded behind her, taking his sweet time with deliberate steps, and Carlie Beth’s body responded to his nearness as if an epic thunderstorm was rolling in, electricity sparking all over her skin.
His fingers trailed lightly over her ponytail, and its weight was off her back only to land on her left shoulder, where the strands teased one of her apparently deaf nipples. Then Grif touched her ear, just a stroke of his fingertips along the outer rim, but the shock that zipped through Carlie Beth left her breathless.
Lord have mercy, he smelled so good. Like a stack of new hundred-dollar bills being fanned in front of her nose. Fresh, crisp, and with the indescribable undertones of success.
Why had she ever thought she could handle waiting on this man? Correction, waiting on his table. Because she’d never waited for him. She’d been smarter and more independent than that.
“I’d better get a damn good tip from you two.” She pushed the words out with sheer will. And if they were slightly froggy, to hell with it.
Grif laughed and his breath caressed the back of her neck.
Date. She needed a date. And she was damn well going to get serious about it after this.
A sliding step to the left pulled her out of Grif’s orbit as she tried to think of something both intelligent and polite to say. “Tell you what, to celebrate Grif’s visit back home, why don’t I bring y’all a bottle of Randi’s best scotch?”
“That would be nice”—his smile was slightly tilted, both ruining and highlighting the perfection of his angel-blessed face—“but apparently I’m back in town for much more than a visit.”



CHAPTER 3
Well, hell. Grif dropped back into his chair. He might need something even stronger than scotch after that little face-off with Carlie Beth Parrish. Jesus, his hands were shaking from touching a woman’s ear.
Or maybe he was just still pissed at the way Jonah had dropped the city manager bomb on him. That had to be it. Afterward, Grif hadn’t said a word even though his insides had been on fire. He’d simply walked away, strolled down the sidewalk as if being manipulated didn’t make him want to do permanent damage to Jonah’s face.
“She’s even prettier than she was fifteen years ago,” Jonah commented.
Yeah, he’d noticed that earlier even through the cockeyed ponytail and dirty clothes. Her neck was slender, her skin a pale gold. And that hair—the perfect combination of red and blond. He’d never seen anything like it until he met her, never seen anything like it since. Sometimes he still dreamed of her hair.
When he’d leaned over the bar and spotted her sitting there, all messy and sweaty, she’d stolen his breath.
Normally he preferred his women put-together and almost ice cold. But Madison Henry had cured him of that. After what she’d pulled, he couldn’t help but wonder what kind of lies were hiding behind those polished faces.
But damn if he hadn’t enjoyed the way Carlie Beth stood up behind that bar and wrapped her dignity around her. Met him head-on, word for word. He knew that scotch had burned like hell when she swallowed it, but he admired a woman who knew how to hold her own even when she’d been thrown off balance.
Between her take-no-shit attitude and the way her nipples had pressed against her T-shirt, he’d wanted to lean across that bar and put his mouth on hers.
Which pissed him off because it was the first time he’d felt that temptation in months.
“No ring on her finger,” Jonah commented casually.
“Doesn’t mean anything.”
“I know for a fact that she’s not married.”
That surprised him. When he first moved out west, he hadn’t returned home for close to five years, waiting until he’d made something of himself to visit his family. He’d been curious about Carlie Beth, but by that time, he’d assumed she’d settled down. Nothing could’ve come of him asking about her, so he’d left well enough alone. “If you think she’s so hot, why don’t you ask her out?”
Jonah’s grin went sharp and tight like a steel trap that had just closed around Grif’s leg. “Why would I do that when it’s obvious you still have a thing for her?”
A thing? A thing?
Sure, he and Carlie Beth had gotten busy—very, very busy—the night before he took off for LA when he was eighteen. Just because he’d tried to talk to her at his mom’s birthday party earlier this year didn’t mean he had a thing for her.
But his detoxing-from-a-bender hands said something different. “I don’t do hometown girls.”
“She’s not a girl. Looks like a real woman to me.”
Grif knocked back the last of his drink, then made a sound low in his throat. “She doesn’t exactly meet my cup-size requirement.”
“Your what?”
“I’ve decided to trade up in bra size and down in brain size.” After all, those women were infinitely less dangerous. “Bet Carlie Beth struggles to fill up a B cup.” Yeah, he was being a complete prick, but he didn’t want to admit he remembered exactly how big Carlie Beth’s breasts were.
“You gotta be shitting me. I’d rather have a hundred of Carlie Beth than a single double-D filled with all that pumped-in crap. I thought Madison Henry would’ve taught you something about messing with fakes. Glad I figured out that kind of woman wasn’t what I wanted.”
Madison’s dishonesty had been on an entirely different level from super-sized tits, so Grif ignored Jonah’s jab and waved a hand at the bar’s interior. “And this is what you wanted? You sold your company and came back to play emperor in your hometown. That’s messed up.”
Jonah’s fist came down on the wood tabletop. “No, this town is messed up and I’m fucking fixing it. That’s why I had the city manager clause written into the contract.”
“Without saying a word to me. I don’t know what the hell you were thinking. I have no interest in being a public servant.” He grabbed his phone from the edge of the table and typed in a Google search. “You have any idea what the average city manager makes?”
“No,” Jonah sighed. “But I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.”
The figures Grif was already scrolling through were pitiful, and the city managers were basically slaves to the town’s citizens. “Looks like about eighty-k a year, and that’s for a city. If you figure this little burg is ten times smaller than the average midsize city, you’re looking at something like—”
“Yeah, yeah. I passed math,” Jonah said. “Eight grand. Like the money really matters.”
“Look, Baby Billionaire, some of us still have to work for a living.” Grif leaned over the table and made a gimme motion. “Now, hand over the contract.”
“I could remind you that your bank account isn’t exactly anemic.” Jonah reached into the chair beside him, then slapped the thick envelope into Grif’s palm.
Grif thumbed through the paperwork, rapidly looking for an amendment. Back when he’d put himself through business and law school, he’d taught himself how to speed-read. It had been his ace in the hole for finishing a six-year BA to JD program in three and a half years. Once he found what he was looking for, it took him all of twenty seconds to read and absorb it. “This just says the Steele family will provide a city manager. It doesn’t name me specifically.”
Thank Jesus. It would’ve been humiliating if word had gotten out that the Steele Shark had been bested by his own brother.
Jonah’s left eyebrow went up. “You know anyone better for the job?”
“You can’t afford me.”
“Wanna bet?”
No way in hell was he going to be a kept man, especially kept by his little brother. “I have a business, a real life, back in LA.” One that had recently cost him both emotionally and professionally.
“You call that real? Lying heiresses, entitled athletes, and a city full of plastic tits are not a life. At least not a real one. Now, what Carlie Beth has under her T-shirt? Those are real life.”
“Excuse me?” The real-life Carlie Beth stood not a foot from their table, a full bottle and two clean glasses on her tray.
“Damn.” Jonah covered his eyes with his hand. “That wasn’t what it sounded like. I was just…”
“Yeah, Jonah, why don’t you tell the lady what you were just saying?”
Carlie Beth set down the three items, each with a definitive clink. “I really don’t want to know.”
“We were having an argument and—”
“About my boobs?” For whatever reason, Carlie Beth turned her glare on Grif when his brother was obviously the one at blame here.
So Grif tried the smile that had once gotten him out of everything from speeding tickets to unwanted advances by a three-hundred-pound defensive end’s wife. “You have to admit they’re worth talking about.”
Her glare only flared hotter. “If it wouldn’t get me fired, I would dump that whole bottle on you.”
And if Grif was reading her right, she’d then break the damn thing over his head. All those years ago, he hadn’t quite realized how fierce this little bit of a woman could be. And he was perversely turned on by it. Maybe spending a little time in Steele Ridge until he could find Jonah a city manager wouldn’t be a total loss. “Rather than that, why don’t you let me make up for my idiot brother’s unfiltered mouth by taking you out to dinner?”
Her nose flared, and it was about the cutest thing Grif had ever seen. He half expected her to paw the ground with her cowboy boot and charge. “No, thank you.”
Oh, she’d thrown it down now. And he would sure as hell be picking it up. But he was a patient man, so all he said was, “Suit yourself.”
She calmly turned away. No whirling, no stomping. But her clipped stride and the sassy swing of her hips communicated her anger.
Jonah stared after her like a puppy that had been swatted with a rolled-up newspaper. “Mouth, meet foot. I should do something to make up for—”
“Don’t even think about it, little brother. You may have temporarily backed me into a corner with that city manager shit, but you’re not going to screw me over by making a play for my woman.”
“Your woman?” Jonah’s head shake was slow as if he were trying to understand someone whose picnic basket was not just shy of a few sandwiches, but completely empty. “That sure happened fast, and somehow, I think Carlie Beth might disagree.”
“You screwed me into sticking around town for a little while, and I deserve a distraction.”
“What’s a little while?”
“Until I find you a city manager willing to work for the kind of chicken feed this town can afford. Max of two weeks and not a minute more.”
“You can’t ignore them,” Randi said, standing near Carlie Beth’s left shoulder. “They’re your customers.”
The rag she was using to viciously scrub her drink tray wrapped around her fingers and cut off circulation. “If that bottle doesn’t keep them happy for a while, I don’t know what will.”
“Which is exactly the reason you need to get over there and offer them food. Hot wings, potato skins, those new pork belly fritters. I don’t care what, just something.”
Before Carlie Beth could make an excuse that would keep her away from the man who’d just crashed back into her world, the bar’s door opened and in strolled Roy Darden, chest puffed up and chin jutting out as if to say try me, asshole. Carlie Beth grimaced and focused on Randi to avoid catching Roy’s attention.
“What?” Randi asked.
“Roy just walked in.”
“You know what sucks about being a business owner?”
“The fact that some customers are jerkwads?”
“Bingo.” Randi took a quick peek over her shoulder at the man who worked at a local auto repair shop. “I can’t believe you ever went out with him.”
Carlie Beth bristled at having her judgment questioned. “Have you looked at him?”
“He’s gorgeous, I’ll give you that. But everyone in three counties knows he knows it and uses it.”
Yeah, with his thick dark hair, country-boy smile, and ripped body, Roy turned his share of heads. He’d turned Carlie Beth’s. Something she’d regretted for the past year, ever since they’d gone on their first and only date and he’d assumed a steak dinner and a glass of cheap wine entitled him to shove his hands under her skirt. He was lucky she hadn’t marched down to the sheriff’s department and reported attempted rape.
Roy sauntered over to the one empty table still left in Carlie Beth’s station. It was like the man had a secret sense. He unerringly ended up in her area. Every. Damn. Time.
“Kris can take that table.”
“No.” Carlie Beth sighed. “I wouldn’t do that to her even though she’s management. I can handle him.” Maybe.
She slapped a smile on her face and headed in his direction. If she kept having to fake her expressions like this all night, she’d need a chisel to get them off her face.
Before she could make her way to Roy’s table, someone else reached out and caught her by the elbow. Dave. Holy bejesus, were all the men she’d ever dated or who’d ever wanted to date her planning to come in tonight? If so, Austin should show up any minute.
In a low voice, Dave said, “Roy Darden is trouble.”
Her cheeks trembled with the effort of keeping them lifted. “He’s also a customer.”
“Tell Randi—”
“Dave”—his name came out sharper than she intended—“I’m not telling Randi anything. I’m doing my job. So please let me get back to it.” She stared down at his hand until he released her arm.
She slipped away and approached Roy’s table. “Evening, Roy. What can I get you?”
His once-over didn’t feel anything like Grif’s had earlier. This perusal felt slimy and black, making her skin ripple as if she’d stepped in week-old roadkill. “How about two little tits with a side of sweet ass?”
Carlie Beth bit down on her tongue so hard the taste of blood bloomed in her mouth. Remember you owe the orthodontist. “How about an Ass Clown ale or a Dirt Bag IPA?”
“Guess that’ll do for now,” he said with such a good-natured grin that Carlie Beth knew the subtext had flown right over his head.
She nodded and strode away, trying not to trip over the toes of her boots as she made a quick getaway. The front door opened again, and this time the person walking in was more welcome.
“Hey, Yvonne,” Carlie Beth called. Her friend was in her mid-thirties with midnight black pixie-cut hair and had a good six inches on Carlie Beth. Yvonne was also the owner of Triskelion Gallery and the first person who’d given her a chance to sell the jewelry and art she really loved making in her backyard forge.
Yvonne waved and made her way over. “I didn’t know you were working tonight. Looks like a good crowd.” She scanned the room, but there were no tables left, only a couple of stools at the bar.
“I was just on my way to check on a table, but if you want to grab a stool, I’ll make sure Grady gets you set up.”
Yvonne looked beyond her. “Now those are two handsome Steele brothers.”
“You went to school with Britt, right?”
With a laugh, Yvonne said, “Yep, but it’s not like any of them could go unnoticed.”
She spoke the absolute truth. “Then why don’t you come over while I check on them?”
She and Yvonne approached the table, where the bottle of scotch was half-empty, but neither man seemed sloppy drunk. Or even buzzed. She said, “Jonah and Grif, I don’t know if you remember—”
They both came to their feet and Jonah reached out to wrap Yvonne in a bear hug. “Yvonne Winters. I’ve been meaning to come by and check out your gallery.”
She poked him in the side. “What’s keeping you? I’ve got lots of art and other goodies that are just looking for a good home.” He released her, and she embraced Grif. Carlie Beth would swear Yvonne lingered in Grif’s arms longer than she had his brother’s. “Well, if it isn’t the handsome sports agent. You know the last time you were in town and I shoved a handful of business cards at you?”
“Yeah?”
“Well, a couple months later, Ian Brinkmann bought several pieces from me, including one of Carlie Beth’s.”
“One of Carlie Beth’s what?”
Great. She’d forgotten nothing about this man, down to a birthmark shaped like a hawk in flight on his inner thigh, yet he couldn’t remember what she did for a living. The night they’d been together, she’d just returned from her two-year blacksmithing apprenticeship in Spartanburg. Only nineteen, she’d been so high and excited about her future that she’d not only thrown caution to the wind, but she’d tossed her good sense after it.
Why else would she have done something that had accidentally changed the entire course of her life?
“She crafts some of the most beautiful ironwork you’ve ever seen,” Yvonne told Grif.
“I’ll be sure to come in to the gallery and look for myself.” He gestured toward an empty chair. “Would you like to join us?”
Although Carlie Beth had been hoping they would offer, the way Grif was behaving toward Yvonne rubbed at her like a rasp. “How about some appetizers? The pork belly fritters are fabulous and we have some dynamite habanero hot wings.” Maybe they’d give Grif indigestion for days.
“Sure,” Jonah said. “Bring one of each for the table.”
“You got it.”
She tried to skate her way past Roy’s table, but he held out his arm like a railroad crossing. “What about me, sweetheart?” he asked with just enough edge to raise the hair on Carlie Beth’s arms.
“Were you ready to order food?”
“How about you and me heat something up after you get off work tonight?” Lord, if he thought that droopy-eyed look was sexy, he needed a better mirror.
“Sorry, but I need to get home.”
“Just a little ride and I can make you change your mind about that.”
He couldn’t make her change her mind about him if he suddenly produced a new triple-width gas forge out of thin air. “I’m not dating anyone right now, but thanks for the offer. Why don’t I put in an order of pulled pork sliders for you?”
She made a show of jotting on her notepad even though she rarely needed it. Then she turned toward the kitchen. Before she could take a full step, she felt a sharp sting across her right butt cheek. Not a love pat but a full-out smack on the ass. Mouth open, she looked back at him to find his palm still in contact with her posterior. “What the hell—”
“You better get your hand off the lady’s ass before I permanently remove it from your arm.” How Grif had made it from his table to Roy’s that fast, Carlie Beth had no idea. But he was standing there, mouth flat, his fist wrapped tight around the other man’s wrist.
“Who the fuck are you?” Roy took in Grif’s suit pants and pricey dress shirt. “Look like a pussy to me. Your mommy shine your shoes for you? Or maybe your boyfriend?”
A vein in Grif’s temple throbbed. Boom, boom, boom. Something about that hard pumping did a number on Carlie Beth’s hormones. Anger shouldn’t be sexy, but Grif’s cold fury was. “I doubt it’ll matter much to you who buffed my shoes when I have one wedged up your butt all the way to your lungs.”
Roy rose from his chair, slowly drawing himself up to his six-foot-plus height, forcing Grif to release his wrist. Roy didn’t tower over Grif, but he was thickly muscular, while Grif was a sleek package of power. “You threatening me?”
One side of Grif’s mouth quirked up in a fuck-you expression. “I don’t need threats because I only make promises I can keep. And I promise you that although these Tom Fords look slick, they’re still gonna hurt like hell when I insert one into your ass.”
The taller man went for Grif, but didn’t even make contact with his shirt front because Grif smoothly sidestepped and nailed Roy with an uppercut to the chin.
Carlie Beth was yanked back from the fray, and she glanced up to see Dave had once again attached himself to her elbow. Swear to Jesus, if she didn’t need that arm so much, she’d hack it off and just give it to him.
“Enough!” Randi stood behind Roy holding her favorite Louisville Slugger. “This is a family establishment. If you two bozos want to tear up something, do it somewhere else.”
Grif’s edgy smile and chin lift told Roy it was his call, that he’d just as well beat his ass outside as inside. But Roy rubbed a hand over his chin and grunted. “This little dick-lovin’ asshole ain’t worth my time.” He shot a venomous look Carlie Beth’s way. “So you can cancel that beer order for now, but you and me? We ain’t finished by a long shot.”
They all watched him stomp out. Then Grif reached into his pants pocket and drew out a handkerchief, an honest to goodness square of what looked like real linen, and wiped his hands. He asked Carlie Beth, “Good friend of yours?”
It was none of his business, but she found herself blurting out, “We went out once. But it wasn’t a good match.”
“I take it he’d like to try again.”
“He hinted.”
“Shortcake, an ass slap isn’t a hint.” He did remember something about her, that he’d teased her, calling her Strawberry Shortcake as an affectionate reference to her hair and her height. He skimmed a finger under her chin, forcing her to look up at him. “It’s an assault.”
She sighed. “Did you forget we’re in small-town North Carolina?”
“I don’t care if we’re in fucking Timbuktu. A man who hits a woman should be taught a lesson.” And with that easy pronouncement, he sauntered back to his table.



CHAPTER 4
432 Balsam Drive. All it had taken was a quick Google search for Grif to find out where Carlie Beth lived. Last night after he’d gotten rid of that douchebag at Blues, Brews, and Books, Carlie Beth had given him a curt thank-you, but something about her tone had told him she was less than happy with him stepping in and solving the problem.
But no way in hell was he going to sit there and watch a man smack a woman without doing something about it. Not ever, but especially not after what he’d been accused of. Carlie Beth should’ve appreciated the restraint he showed by not following the guy outside and finishing what the asshole had so idiotically started.
Instead, she’d avoided their table for the rest of the evening, apparently assigning them to another waitress. Regardless, they’d left a generous tip and asked the other woman to share with Carlie Beth.
And since he’d decided Carlie Beth was the perfect distraction for his two-week stint in North Carolina, it looked as if a little sucking up was in order. So he navigated Louise down the wide expanse of Main Street in the direction of Balsam.
He noticed a few people drifting into the Mad Batter, but as taste bud thrilling as the bakery’s pastries were, a line should’ve been snaking its way around the chalkboard sign that always sat on the sidewalk. Heck, the prophetic messages Jeanine Jennings, baker’s assistant and sandwich sign soothsayer, carefully printed on there each day were reason enough to visit the bakery, whether or not you believed in them.
Today’s read: Home is where the hazelnut cream cheese puffs are.
Grif shook his head at that obscure bit of wisdom and a flash of golden-red caught his eye on the other side of the street. And there Carlie Beth was, strolling along in front of the shops, wearing jeans, a baseball shirt with olive green sleeves, and what looked like heavy-duty work boots. She stopped at the Triskelion Gallery and went in.
Perfect. He could have a word with her and check out a little of the local business climate. Not that the shops and entrepreneurs had anything to do with him. He wasn’t really Steele Ridge’s city manager, much less in charge of economic development. But it wouldn’t hurt to see what Jonah would be dealing with in his new fiefdom.
Unfortunately, it was all too easy to find a parking spot, which didn’t bode well for a mountain town on a beautiful Saturday morning. Tourists should be swarming this area.
The town needed a hook. He needed a special reason for people to visit and spend their money here.
No, he didn’t need anything. Jonah needed to figure this shit out for himself.
Before Grif could stroll into Triskelion Gallery, he was waylaid by one of his favorite cousins, Maggie Kingston, wearing her sheriff’s uniform. He held out his arms for a hug.
“I’m on duty, Grif.”
“So?” He pulled her in, giving her hair a little tug like he used to when they were kids. “When did they start making cops so pretty?”
“Shut up. You’ll undermine my authority.”
“Nah.” He laughed. “You want me to undermine you, I’ll tell people that time we were down at the creek and you—”
“I have a loaded gun, and you know I know how to use it.”
Sheer joy swelled inside Grif. Few women in his LA circle would ever utter those words. People in that city were more likely to freak out when they discovered you owned a gun. Damn, he sometimes forgot how much he loved his family and how much he’d missed people being upfront and honest. “Fine, now that I’ve been threatened by police brutality, I have no choice but to—ooph.”
Maggie’s fist connected with his ribs, but she squeezed him once more with her other arm before stepping back. “Seriously, I’m working. Hey, I heard a crazy rumor that Jonah asked to change Canyon Ridge’s name.”
“Not a rumor. Certified fact. You’re now living in Steele Ridge, North Carolina.”
“Someone needs to do an ego-ectomy on the whole lot of you. Does he have any idea how much that’s going to cost taxpayers?”
“Pretty sure he’s got it covered.” Grif laughed. “What’re you up to this morning besides harassing people about progress in this town?”
“Actually, I was about to drive out to your mom’s.”
“You know she’s already started moving stuff into the old farmhouse at Tupelo Hill, right?” Grif had no doubt Jonah’s decision to spend a crapload of money on a sports complex had more than a little to do with their mom’s lifelong yearning to live in the house that also sat on the massive piece of property. “In fact, I’m due back to help haul furniture in an hour. Wouldn’t surprise me if everything is in by nightfall and she sleeps there tonight.”
“I heard she rented y’all’s old house to the Garvey family starting next Saturday.”
Well, that screwed up his plans to stay in the house he’d grown up in. Looked like he’d be joining his mom at Tupelo Hill for the next couple of weeks. Apparently Jonah had already been squatting out there from the beginning of the year because he’d been so sure the city council would go for his crazy-ass plan.
He’d been right.
“Mom in some kind of trouble with the law?” As if. Joan Steele was the definition of upstanding citizen. She loved this state, loved this town, loved these people.
“I don’t know that anyone is in trouble, but I was coming out to talk with you. Then I spotted you and saw Carlie Beth walk into the gallery. Figured I’d get a two-for-one and chat with you both at the same time.”
An uneasy feeling snaked through him. “What do you need to talk with us about?”
Maggie nodded toward the gallery. “Why don’t we do this all at once?”
Jesus. He hadn’t been in town long enough to stir up shit. Besides, that wasn’t his MO. He was the one who dragged his clients out of the crap they created, which was why it had been so tough when he’d needed help digging out from under his own problems.
He held the door open for his cousin and followed her into the gallery. Inside, it smelled of patchouli smoke and apples.
Carlie Beth and Yvonne were bent over something spread out on the countertop, but looked up when he and Maggie entered. Carlie Beth’s eyes widened, just enough for him to catch it, and the spark he felt when he’d touched her neck last night seemed to arc across the room between them. Yeah, something was there. Something he wanted to explore.
Because she was definitely a what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of woman. Just what he needed in his life right now.
Yvonne opened her arms in welcome. “Two customers at once. Can’t remember when I’ve been so lucky.”
Another reminder that his hometown was seriously hurting.
“Sorry to say, I don’t think either of us is here to shop,” Grif said, softening his words with a smile.
But Yvonne just lifted a shoulder. “You don’t know how persuasive I can be.” She asked Maggie, “What can I do for you?”
“I need to ask Grif and Carlie Beth a few questions. Do you have a place where we can have a little privacy?”
“Stockroom, but it’s a mess.”
“That’ll do.”
Carlie Beth shot Grif a what-the-hell look, and he returned it with a your-guess-is-as-good-as-mine shrug. They followed Maggie, their shoulders brushing as they walked toward the back of the gallery. Rippling with awareness, Grif’s nerves reacted as though he and Carlie Beth were skin to naked skin. One subtle sniff and he discovered the source of the fruit scent. Carlie Beth smelled like a just-baked apple pie with a scoop of homemade vanilla ice cream slowly melting on top.
Grif’s stomach growled.
“Miss breakfast this morning?”
Hell, no. Even as busy as she’d been, his mom had insisted on cooking a full country spread—eggs, grits, biscuits, gravy, bacon, and fresh sausage from a local farm. If he kept eating like that, he’d have to buy a whole new wardrobe when he got back to LA.
But damn, it had been delicious.
“The mountain air does things for a man’s appetite.”
She slid him a suspicious look, as if she suspected he was no longer talking about food.
And hell, he wasn’t. Since he always asked for what he wanted, and sometimes a little more, he said, “Hey, I heard there’s a good sushi place over in Maggie Valley. I’d love to take you tonight.”
“What is it with sushi these days?” Her lips turned up in a secret smile. “And is the high-powered Grif Steele asking me out on a date?”
Something about her teasing tone made his face heat. Completely ridiculous since he’d once dated much more beautiful and much less approachable women. “This is how it’s usually done.”
“Grif, I can’t—”
“Both of you, take a seat, please.” Maggie used her normal pleasant drawl, but it didn’t disguise that her words were an order. She pointed to a table ringed by cardboard boxes, some sealed and some open.
“Maggie, what’s this—”
“Sheriff Kingston.”
“Right. Now, what—”
“Griffin Steele, sit your ass down and shut up.” She pointed to the chair behind him, and Grif sank into it, anger starting to bubble its way through his system. “I’m not one of your hotshot clients. You are not in charge here. So if you’ll just shut it for an ever-lovin’ minute, we can get through this.”
She sat on the opposite side of a small café table and said to Carlie Beth, “I hear you had some trouble with Roy Darden last night.”
Carlie Beth shook her head and huffed out a breath. “Nothing more than the usual.”
Grif swung around in his chair to stare at her. “Are you telling me he’s hit you before? My God, Carlie Beth, what are you think—”
Maggie mowed over him. “Explain what you mean by the usual.”
Slumping in her chair, Carlie Beth sighed. “Roy and I went out, and since then he—”
Grif said, “I still can’t believe you would—”
“He what?” Maggie asked.
“He just won’t accept that I’m not interested.”
With her stylus, Maggie jotted something onto her tablet. “From what I understand, that was his habit with women.”
Grif’s entire body went still at the seemingly innocent statement. “Was? You said was.”
Maggie jabbed the stylus his way. “I’ll get to you in a minute.” She turned back to Carlie Beth. “Did you have any other contact with Roy last night?”
“No, luckily he left after…”
“After his run-in with Fancy Shoes here,” Maggie finished for her, shooting a look at Grif. “Did Roy have a habit of hanging around Triple B until you got off?”
“A couple of times, I found him loitering in the parking lot after my shift. But I was always able to wiggle out of a long conversation.”
“Jesus.” This whole thing disgusted Grif. Did people around here have no concept of personal safety? And they thought LA was dangerous.
Maggie gave Grif a look as sharp as his dad’s favorite fillet knife. “What about you, Mr. I’m-Gonna-Put-A-Loafer-Up-Your-Ass? Maybe you decided running the guy off wasn’t enough last night. Had another pissing contest with him or maybe you tracked him down early this morning.”
“Earlier this morning, I was helping Reid tighten all the grips on the sports complex’s climbing wall so I can get some damn exercise while I’m here. But now that I know all this about Darden, I sure as hell wish I’d gone after him and yanked his intestines out through his nose.”
Carlie Beth choked out a laugh.
“What?”
She waved a hand at his pressed chinos, Sea Island cotton shirt, and polished shoes. “It’s just that you look more like a lover than a fighter.”
Oh, he could definitely be both. Most of the time, he was able to take out his aggressive impulses across a negotiating table, but something about Carlie Beth, a woman he’d slept with once, made him want to pound his chest and club all the other cavemen away. Je-sus.
A thud came from outside the stockroom door, and they all turned in that direction.
Yvonne called out, “Just dropped a box. Sorry about that!”
Maggie returned her attention to Grif. “So you’re saying you didn’t go after Darden?”
“No.” He glared at his cousin. “Jonah and I left Triple B at about ten o’clock. I dropped him out at Tupelo Hill, then headed for Mom’s.”
“And I suppose you were completely sober?”
He raised his brows. “I would never drive Louise drunk. She deserves better than that.”
“Louise?” Carlie Beth asked.
“Men.” His cousin snorted. “Some name their cars and some name their pric—”
“Louise is your penis?” Carlie Beth’s attention was suddenly one hundred percent on him.
“Hell, no.” The heat from earlier returned to Grif’s face, but he beat it back through sheer will. “There’s something inherently wrong with a man giving his dick a woman’s name.”
“So Louise is just your car.”
“No,” he snapped. “She’s not just a car. She’s a Maserati Quattroporte.”
“Back to the original question,” Maggie said. “You and Jonah went straight home?”
“Yeah. Mags, what’s going on here?”
“I just needed to make sure what looked like an accident was, in fact, an accident. Because it appears Roy got pretty lagered up last night and fell down the stairs outside his apartment.”
“Ow,” Carlie Beth said. “Did he break anything?”
“You could say that,” Maggie said wryly. “Just his neck.”



CHAPTER 5
“Dead?” Grif asked.
“Yes.”
So that’s why Maggie had waylaid him outside. Grif couldn’t drum up a lot of sympathy for that prick Darden, but falling ass over feet down the stairs had to be a shitty way to die. Drunk or not. Still, something about the timing didn’t strike Grif quite right. “A douchebag like him must’ve had a few enemies.”
“Which is the reason I wanted to talk with the two of you.” Maggie clicked off her tablet and stood. “Thanks for the information.”
“You’ll let me know if it turns out this wasn’t an accident.”
She pointed her stylus in Grif’s direction again. “That didn’t sound like a question.”
“Because it wasn’t.”
“You do your job, Mr. Bigshot, and I’ll do mine.” And with that nonanswer, Maggie left the stockroom.
“That’s horrible,” Carlie Beth breathed.
“Sounds like it was his own damn fault. The guy was obviously an idiot.”
“Because he liked me?”
God, Jonah had been lecturing him about women with big boobs and not much else? This reminded Grif why they were easier to deal with. “No. Because he didn’t understand the concept of no.”
Carlie Beth pushed up from her chair. Grif caught her wrist, and she stared down at his fingers wrapped around the delicate bones. “About that sushi?” he asked.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“You don’t like sushi? We can—”
“I’ll be honest with you because it wouldn’t take you long to find out the truth. I can eat my weight in tuna rolls, but I don’t think we’re a good idea.”
She lobbed it out there easily, like the simple declaration was enough, but to Grif it was a challenge. He stood and rounded the table, let her tempting scent wrap around him, and looked into her pretty brown eyes. Her pulse was thumping in her neck, and that tell drew his attention downward.
Unable—and unwilling—to stop himself, he stroked a thumb over the proof that her body thought they were an excellent, an arousing, idea. The savvy negotiator in him was tempted to lay out a handful of logical reasons why she should have dinner with him.
But the Steele Shark knew the best way to come out on top of a deal was to force someone to react emotionally while he remained calm. “You haven’t forgotten what it was like. In my backseat. On my hood.”
She said nothing, but her pulse picked up more speed.
“I sure as hell haven’t forgotten,” he said, deliberately lowering his voice. Any time she’d come to mind since he’d moved to the West Coast, she’d always been a warm and sweetly wicked memory.
“That was a long time ago. It has nothing to do with now.” The sound she made could only be called a scoff. Looked like there was only one effective way to get her to concede, so Grif backed her against the wall and covered her mouth with his. She tasted like the first bite of a homemade apple pie, sugary with just a hint of tart. So delicious he already knew he wouldn’t be satisfied with a mere slice. A single kiss and he wanted the whole damn pie.
That didn’t happen to him. He wouldn’t allow it.
But she wasn’t fully engaged, her lips hesitant on his. And that wouldn’t do. He released her wrist to cup her jaw and stroke her cheek. Sure enough, her mouth opened to him and the kiss was no longer sweet. In no way innocent.
It became a hot tangle of tongues and heated breath. He wanted to haul her up, have her wrap her body around him, meet him equally. He pushed into her, half surprised at how small she felt against him. But the way she kissed him made her feel anything but small or weak.
Her fingers plunged into his hair and she yanked him closer. So close air couldn’t flow between them. And she kissed the holy fuck out of him.
Teeth, tongue, lips—she used them all. And with a seductive skill that made Grif’s head go blank. The feel of her short nails against his scalp shot an unreasonable amount of lust into his bloodstream. He wanted those nails, her small but capable hands, all over his body.
Why now? Why her?
Maybe because she was so different. Nothing like the last woman he’d kissed. Carlie Beth was flash and spark. Raw and honest. So different and strangely familiar.
He spanned her ribcage with his palms, was on his way to covering her breasts when her tight hold on his hair suddenly loosened. And unfortunately, she used that newly freed hand to push at his shoulder.
God, they were making out in a stockroom like two teenagers.
His first inclination was to keep going. The way she’d reacted to him made it more than clear he could persuade her, change her mind. But he, of all people, knew both the man and the woman needed to be on the same page.
Using extreme control, he shifted his hands next to Carlie Beth’s head, bracing himself against the wall. He hung his own head and blew out a breath that was about a hundred times shakier than he would’ve liked. “Still think we’re not a good idea?”
Before he could catch her, she ducked under his outstretched arms and danced away like a boxer who knew the only way he could beat his opponent was to keep moving around the ring. “I…I don’t know what just happened.”
Grif stared down at the floor, or where the floor should be if his tented pants weren’t obscuring his view of it. “Flash knockdown,” he said, half to himself. Because just like a punch that came out of nowhere, she’d momentarily thrown him off his game. His over-the-top reaction to this woman was just a matter of circumstance, happenstance.
“Whatever it was, it’s not happening again.”
Bull. Shit. Something this hot, this powerful, needed to be finished. He pushed off the wall and pivoted toward her. “Why not?”
Carlie Beth glanced down, and her staring at his dick certainly didn’t do a damn thing to cool off the lust still cruising through him. Her gaze flickered back up to his, and she made a sexy little humming sound that made his skin ripple.
“Can’t be a chemistry problem.”
“I…because…because I’m just not interested.”
Under her baseball shirt, her nipples were tight little beads, completely ruining her argument. But Grif knew when it was a good time to push and when it was time to change tactics. So he took a few deep breaths, but didn’t bother to turn his back when he adjusted his slowly fading hard-on.
And he grinned when Carlie Beth tracked his every movement.
He’d just taken his hand off his fly when Yvonne poked her head into the stockroom and said, “Oh, my gosh. Did Sheriff Kingston tell y’all about Roy Darden?”
“Yes.” Carlie Beth’s hands went to her hair, smoothing and fiddling. When she caught him watching her, she dropped her hands to her sides and strolled back toward the showroom as if they hadn’t been plastered together a few minutes before. “Isn’t it terrible?”
The hell if he would let her avoid him, so he followed and saw her wave a hand toward the items she and Yvonne had been studying when he walked in the gallery. “If you don’t mind, can we talk about these pieces later?” Her artwork was spread out on a cloth on the glass counter, everything from a scrolled iron-and-pearl ring to what looked like a belt buckle.
Damn, she was talented.
He ran his fingers over a pair of intricately fashioned bookends—one a dragon’s head, the other his tail. No, Carlie Beth was insanely gifted.
“I can just take them and we’ll come to an agreement on price later,” Yvonne said. “You know I’ll be fair.”
“You always are.” Carlie Beth’s smile was genuine and relaxed, and Grif found himself wishing it was aimed at him.
A ring tone that sounded like Taylor Swift’s “Shake It Off” came from Carlie Beth’s pocket, and her expression immediately closed up. Kissing him like her life depended on it one minute and pulling away the next. He couldn’t get a read on her. She clutched her phone and bolted for the stockroom. “Excuse me.”
“Something wrong?” he asked Yvonne.
“That was her daughter’s ring tone.” Yvonne glanced over her shoulder, then turned back to Grif with an expression he couldn’t quite interpret. She leaned on the counter as if she was imparting state secrets, and he couldn’t help but notice the way her cleavage was put on display. But it interested him about as much as unbuttered grits. Carlie Beth’s breasts in a baseball T-shirt, on the other hand, were like a bowl of double cheese grits doused with Tabasco sauce.
And what the hell was wrong with him, comparing tits to grits? Another day in this town, and he’d be turning into a dirty old man like Mr. Greene or knuckle-dragging like that poor son of a bitch Roy Darden.
Returning his apparently addled brain to his conversation with Yvonne, he asked, “Carlie Beth has a daughter?”
“You talk about two peas in a pod. She and that kiddo are so close it’s hard to tear them apart.”
The muscles in his neck tensed the way they did when he discovered one of his clients had omitted a critical detail, something like yeah, he was driving drunk or yes, the girl in his car was underage. He’d come to hate that tense feeling because most recently it had been brought on by his own clusterfuck of a life.
Carlie Beth was a mother. With a daughter. Well, that put a different spin on his invitation. He’d just been looking for a little dinner, hopefully topped off with some tasty dessert.
But he had absolutely no interest in getting mixed up with a full meal deal.



CHAPTER 6
“M om, it’s one o’clock!”
Carlie Beth lifted her attention from the oak leaf keyring she was shaping to glance at her daughter standing in the forge’s doorway. “Okay.”
“The party at Miss Joan’s new house starts in an hour.”
The sudden need to whack the crap out of the leaf’s delicate curve with her rounding hammer almost overwhelmed Carlie Beth. Why had she thought Aubrey wouldn’t hear about the shindig out at Tupelo Hill, which was now owned by Jonah Steele?
She still couldn’t believe he—and Grif, from what she’d heard—had strong-armed the mayor into changing Canyon Ridge’s name to Steele Ridge. Now she’d think of Grif every time she wrote her own address. “I hadn’t planned on going. I need to finish these keyrings.”
Aubrey’s mouth dropped open, revealing her silver braces with pink brackets, and Carlie Beth looked closer. Was her daughter wearing lipstick? God, it was bad enough that Aubrey had a sweep of hair the color of Carlie Beth’s, but in the past year, her figure had begun to bloom, with the hint of a woman’s hips and breasts Aubrey insisted required an underwire bra. As if. Aubrey was emotionally and intellectually mature, but Carlie Beth was in no rush for her to grow up completely. “Did you get into my makeup?”
Aubrey touched her lips self-consciously. “It’s not like you wear it often enough for it to matter.”
“My tools don’t really care how I look.” Resigned to a discussion, she set aside her hammer and the keyring already stamped with her initials and identifying symbol.
Aubrey crept closer, cupped her hand to one side of her mouth and surreptitiously pointed toward Austin, who was in the corner working on a custom set of J-hooks. “He does,” she mouthed.
Even thinking about the way Austin had acted like an idiot in front of Dave the other day made her feel as if she should register herself as a card-carrying cougar. No, thank you.
If Austin continued to make advances, no matter how subtle, she might have to find him another teacher. And that would be a shame because he’d been working with her for six months now and showed real promise. But blacksmithing was becoming a lost art, and it wasn’t a skill learned overnight. If he wanted to open his own forge someday, he had lots of crawling to do before he walked, which he couldn’t do if he was busy flirting with her.
“Not funny, Aub. Whatever you have rolling around in your head, you need to put the brakes on it right this second.”
At fourteen, everything in a young girl’s life was rainbows and unicorns and hearts. Sometimes exhausting for the thirty-four-year-old mother, but Carlie Beth wasn’t so old that she couldn’t remember feeling the same way herself. She’d had the biggest crush on her eighth-grade science teacher, Mr. George. Lord, how she’d mooned over him, scratching Carlie Beth George in a spiral notebook and even naming the four children she just knew they’d have.
Of course, that was way before she’d given birth to her own beautiful but colicky baby.
“You should ask him to the party.”
“Everyone in town was invited, including Austin.”
“But he won’t go if you stay here working. He looks at you like a dog checks out a piece of rawhide.”
Ew. Carlie Beth rubbed at her temple, probably smearing ash on her face.
But Aubrey was right, Austin never left the forge before she did. And she was there any time she wasn’t working a bigger welding job or hanging out with Aubrey. The poor guy needed a break, one he’d never ask for.
“Fine, I’ll encourage him to go,” Carlie Beth finally said. “But not with me, and you’re not going.”
And oh, Aubrey’s blue eyes could spark hot so fast. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope,” she said. “Don’t you have a class project due soon?”
Aubrey tossed her hair and rolled her eyes, somehow pulling off the move with the kind of disgust only a teenager could. “I’ve been done with that for two days.”
Damn.
“I thought you and Brooke were planning to do something this weekend. You mentioned spending the night at her house.”
“Brooke will be at the Steeles’ party with her family. Why don’t you want me to go? Miss Joan is one of the nicest people in the universe.”
Absolutely, one hundred percent true. Grif’s mom was pretty much an angel with hidden wings. Raising a big family, sometimes singlehandedly when her husband disappeared for weeks at a time. And all the while, she’d worked as the receptionist at the elementary school. All the kids in Cany—dammit, Steele—Ridge adored her. Probably had a little to do with the Jolly Ranchers she’d snuck them when the principal and parents weren’t watching. Many a time Aubrey had come home from grade school smelling of watermelon candy.
Any time Carlie caught the scent on the Sack & Snack’s candy aisle, it made her uneasy.
“It would probably hurt her feelings,” Aubrey wheedled. “Make her think we don’t appreciate what her son did for everyone. I heard if Jonah Steele hadn’t basically bought this town that everyone would be out of jobs. Either have to go on welfare or move to Charlotte.”
That made Carlie Beth smile. Oh, the horrors of living in a big city. Once upon a time, she’d believed she would move away from her hometown, become a famous artist in a place like Charlotte or Miami or Atlanta. Maybe even Los Angeles.
She shook her head, only slightly able to imagine that life now. After all, she’d traded in that future years ago. She was happy here in her hometown.
Or at least satisfied.
Definitely comfortable.
God, that sounded pitiful.
But she’d had to put down roots for her daughter’s sake. Over the years, she might’ve wanted to rip them free once in a while, if only for a night or two. But it had become clear that excitement and spark weren’t in the cards for her.
After all, one of the men to recently show interest in her—however misguided—was apparently lying in the county morgue. And although Dave out at Black Horn was a nice guy, the spark was missing on her side.
But one man most definitely set off her sparks. He’d made that abundantly clear with his mind-and-bone-melting kiss in Yvonne’s storage room over a week ago. When was the last time Carlie Beth had felt tempted to let a man touch her like that in a place where they could so easily be caught? Or touch her like that period.
Don’t think about that too closely. You might find yourself counting back to—
Carlie Beth scrubbed her knuckles across her lips, but it didn’t drive away the taste of his kiss—minty but not cool. Blistering was a much better description. Trying to shake off the memory, she drew in an unsteady breath.
Grif Steele was completely off-limits.
Because he was the one who’d changed her dreams of making art for a living.
He would do nothing but tear apart her life again.
Besides, for all she knew, he was back in Los Angeles.
Which meant it also wasn’t fair to keep Aubrey from celebrating with her friends, and from what Carlie Beth had heard, today’s party would be one for the record books. Which meant it shouldn’t be a problem for her to stay out of Grif’s sights even if he was still in town.
“Fine, but I need half an hour to get ready.” She sighed and began to straighten her tools—hammers on the left side of her pegboard and tongs on the right. “Have you seen my favorite scrolling tongs?” she asked Aubrey.
“Nope. Maybe Austin borrowed them. Hurry and clean up, okay? I’ll do your hair and makeup. Oh, and pick out your clothes.” Aubrey’s smile widened, making it obvious she’d stolen Carlie Beth’s favorite—okay, her only—shade of lipstick.
From where Grif stood on the front porch steps, it was clear the sprawling two-story farmhouse and some of the other buildings on the old Tupelo Farm property needed a new coat of paint, but if he knew his mom, she’d have the place marshaled into order in no time. After all, she’d somehow managed to not only move in but also plant whisky barrels of daffodils and those little purple flowers in a week. And that was over and above organizing a community get-together.
He angled away from the house to look across the lawn, where it appeared as if the entire town of Steele Ridge and the rest of Haywood County had turned out for his mom’s housewarming party. He shouldn’t be surprised. His mom could be incredibly persuasive in her sweet, Southern way.
But she rarely had to turn that brand of persuasion on anyone but her own kids. Everyone else tripped over themselves to do Miss Joan’s bidding. Hell, who was he kidding? Her kids did, too.
She’d been a giver their whole lives, and it was about damn time someone gave back to her. Both he and Jonah had offered to buy her a house more than once over the past ten years, but she’d always said no, thank you. Until the town had gotten itself into a bind and needed to unload the twenty thousand acres with his mom’s dream house sitting on it.
What she would’ve given to raise her kids in a place this size instead of the three-bedroom ranch-style house with a basement they’d converted into what his mom called the Boxing Ring. That thousand square feet of space was probably the only thing that had saved everyone’s sanity, especially on cold winter days when restlessness set in.
And there was his mom, socializing in the crowd. As she chatted it up, her short silver-shot hairdo gleamed in the sunlight. He’d bet all the money in his wallet she would talk to every person before the afternoon was over. She was heading into her seventh decade of life, but she was as active as she’d been when she was younger.
“Ten to one she calls everyone by their name.”
He glanced over to find his younger sister Evie standing at his elbow. Her dark hair fell in thick waves over her shoulders, and her blue eyes were warm with amusement. He threw an arm around her shoulders and pulled her in to his side. “Nuh-uh. That’s a sucker’s bet.”
“You know she’s in hog heaven.”
“Speaking of, she actually let me buy the pig we’ve got on the pit.”
Evie inclined her head toward the farmhouse. “What’s she gonna do with this big ol’ place?”
Right now, she’d filled it with her grown sons, with a bedroom set aside for Evie’s weekend visits from college. “Turn it into a bed-and-breakfast?”
Evie laughed. “Can you imagine how much she’d feed her guests? If Mom had her way, it would be a bed and breakfast, lunch, and supper. Maybe Hog Heaven would be the perfect name.” Her face sobered, and she looked up at him. “Do you know if Dad’s stopped by?”
Grif’s gut tightened the way it did any time someone mentioned Eddy Steele. And if his dad actually showed up, Grif’s gut normally tied itself into a noose. “Not since I’ve been in town.”
“Is she upset about that?”
He sighed. “If she is, she hasn’t said.”
“And she won’t.”
Their parents had been living this weird lifestyle for years. One day, their dad up and left the house and didn’t come home that evening. After a week, their mom had been frantic, and the sheriff organized a manhunt. They’d found Eddy Steele holed up in a ramshackle cabin about five miles outside town. Since that time, he’d come and gone as he pleased. Sometimes he’d paid the bills. Sometimes he hadn’t. Their dad’s lack of reliability was the reason Britt, as the oldest of the kids, had never left town.
None of them had trusted that their dad would follow through and take care of their mom, but Britt had been the one who’d shouldered the responsibility. He’d acted as if it was no heavier than shrugging on a down coat rated for forty degrees. But Grif knew staying here had cost him.
From where he and Evie stood on the porch steps, he continued scanning the crowd.
She poked him in the side. “Who’re you looking for?”
“Do you know Carlie Beth Parrish?”
“Of course.” She wiggled her right arm, where an iron snake wrapped three times around her wrist and laid its head against the back of her hand. “She made this in the forge behind her house. Her jewelry is amazing.”
“So she’s making a living from blacksmithing?” That night years ago, she was just back from her apprenticeship and glowing with the joy and potential of it all. She’d been like a sunrise—warm and promising—in his arms. He couldn’t have kept his hands off her even if he’d tried.
No more than he’d been able to keep them off her last weekend.
Her touch had done something to him—lured him in, yanked him around, and laid him flat. But he wasn’t the kind of guy who dated moms. That was stickier than the La Brea tar pits.
“Not from the jewelry. Even if tourism was hopping, Yvonne is the only one in town who carries her work. Carlie Beth is in decent demand from land owners, though. Repairs a lot of fences and does other welding work. What’s got you so interested?”
“Ran into her the other night at Triple B. When did she get divorced?”
“What do you mean?”
“Yvonne mentioned Carlie Beth has a daughter. Guess she ended up settling down with someone local.” Strange, since she’d had such big plans to get her work into galleries all those years ago. And it sure didn’t explain why thinking of her with some unambitious good ol’ boy burned him up inside. Carlie Beth was the kind of woman who deserved a good life. A successful life.
Maybe he was just mad that she’d apparently settled.
“Far as I know, she’s never been married.”
“But she has a daughter.”
Evie laughed and punched him in the arm. “Aw, Griffy, do I need to give you a basic biology lesson? We all know what Mrs. Van Dyke used to tell us in Sunday school, but”—she lowered her voice—“babies aren’t actually dropped from heaven. You see, when a man puts his pen—”
“Shut it, Evie.” He did not want to think about what man had put his pen close enough to Carlie Beth to get her pregnant.
Fuck, he was an idiot.
Grif looked out over the lawn only to see people flocking around Jonah like he was the winningest quarterback in NFL history. “What the hell is going on with him?”
Her brow wrinkling, Evie rose to her tiptoes to get a better look. “No way.”
“No way, what?”
“It looks like people are asking to take pictures with him. Now it’ll take a sledgehammer to get Jonah’s fat head back in the house.”
Grif grinned at his sister. Jonah still bitched from time to time that his place as the rightful baby of the family had been stolen by Evie the Usurper, but the Steele family wouldn’t be the same without her quick wit and smart-ass mouth. “I missed you, kid.”
“How many times do I have to tell you lunkheads that I’m not a kid? And yes, even though all four of you aggravate me until my hair stands on end, I miss you when you’re not home.”
Home?
This town hadn’t been home since he’d tossed a bag into his fourth-hand Ford Taurus and pointed the damn thing west fifteen years ago. One of the best days of his life was when he’d finally traded in that POS for a Mercedes coupe at the dealership in Beverly Hills.
Catching sight of Maggie in the crowd on the lawn, Grif waved her over to the porch and said to Evie, “Can you give us a minute?”
Her blue eyes narrowed, but she gave him a final hug and took the steps into the yard.
“Cornhole’s just about to start,” Maggie grumbled. “I don’t want to get replaced.”
“It’ll wait a minute.”
“Jonah paired you with Reid.”
Grif groaned. “I thought this was supposed to be a laid-back, fun get-together. I wouldn’t be surprised if Reid plays corn hole with an Uzi.”
“Lucky for you, your partner throws from the opposite board.”
“Easier for him to gun me down. And speaking of violence, any more word on Darden’s header down the stairs?”
“Why all the interest in a guy you didn’t know?”
“I got to know him when he slapped Carlie Beth’s ass. Have you found out anything more?”
“Apparently, a couple of Roy’s neighbors remember hearing someone knocking on his door earlier that evening.”
“Anyone get a look at his visitor?”
“He lived over at Shady Pines. That’s the kind of apartment complex where you mind your own damn business, so no.”
“Something about this whole thing strikes me as off.”
Maggie’s pat to his cheek was, in reality, more of a one-two slap. “Remind me to consult you once you get your law enforcement certification. Now, Jonah said you’re playing corn hole on the first set of boards under the white oak tree, so you’d better get your ass over there.”
A quick stop at one of the beer kegs, then Grif made his way over toward the tree and what looked like two new corn hole boards. They were made from pine and painted with the gray outline of three overlapping mountains. The words Steele Ridge were printed below the mountains, and everything was sealed with a glossy lacquer.
Those bitches were gonna play fast.
Grif stooped down and picked up a bag, tossed it in the air, let it drop, and measured its weight in his palm.
Then the force of a sledgehammer rammed him between the shoulders, and he staggered under the blow. He turned to find Reid—aka the sledgehammer—sneering at him. “Who the hell wears country-club clothes to a barbecue?”
Grif straightened his polo collar and took in his brother’s party attire of T-shirt and cargo shorts. “Someone who gives a shit what he looks like.”
Reid chuckled. “Hey, if you think a pink shirt and pussy shoes can get it done, then bring it on.”
Pussy shoes? He’d dropped a cool grand on his black loafers. Reid had probably stomped into a sporting goods store and tossed down a couple of twenties for those work boots he was wearing. “You do realize we’re on the same team, right?”
Reid huffed. “Told Jonah I wanted Britt.”
This. This was only one of the reasons Grif didn’t belong in North Carolina anymore. Somewhere along the way, he’d acquired a little style, a little class. Unlike Mr. Neanderthal here. “I’m more than happy to trade you to him.”
“Aw, don’t get your Victoria’s Secret thong in a wad, pretty boy. I’m just giving you a hard time.”
Yeah, normally Reid was a little rough-edged, bordering on totally inappropriate. But since he’d recently blown out his knee, his asshole quotient had shot into the stratosphere. “Where is Britt?”
“Jonah’s probably having to pull him out of a treehouse in the woods.”
“Is this bracket number one?” A young female voice cut into their conversation.
“Sure is, sweetheart.” Reid turned on the charm as they both looked down at the girl with red hair.
Her tentative smile widened, revealing silver-and-pink braces. “Cool. I’m Mr. Britt’s partner.”
She was a little bitty thing, probably no more than eleven. No way would Jonah have paired her with three grown men, especially not his brothers. Grif said, “Looks like there’s been a mistake. Maybe we should walk over and check the pairings. I know Jonah put together a special kids’ bracket.”
The girl drew herself up tall, but she still didn’t come to Grif’s shoulder. “I’m not a kid.”
He looked closer, noticed a touch of lipstick and blush on her innocent face. “Maybe not, but…” Spotting Jonah strolling by, Grif called out to him, “Hey, I think this young lady is lost. Maybe you assigned her to bracket one in the ki…uh…youth game.”
Jonah glanced their way and said cheerfully, “Hey there, Aubrey. These two morons giving you a hard time?”
Her red-blond brows went sky-high. “They want me to play with the kids.”
Jonah’s smile took on an evil edge. “Well, all the other boards are booked up, so you’ll just have to try to hang with the big boys.”
Aubrey’s lips also curved into an expression that spelled trouble, and she sighed dramatically. “I’ll do my best.”
Jonah gave them all a smart-ass salute and walked the other way. A couple minutes later, Britt finally showed up. He and Reid took their places by one board while Grif and Aubrey headed toward the other. “How about a few warm-up tosses?” he asked her.
Those brows rose again. “If you feel like you need it.”
By God, he liked this girl. “Aubrey, how old are you?”
She gave him a sassy wink. “Old enough to play with the big boys.”
They’d just see about that.



CHAPTER 7
T  he game started with a passable toss by Britt, with his first corn hole bag hitting the slick board, sliding to the back edge, and clinging there like someone sharing a mattress with a bed hog. Not surprisingly, Reid’s first throw dethroned Britt’s bag through force alone. When their showdown was over, the score was a meager one to zero, with Reid and Grif in the lead.
Grif glanced at Aubrey. “Sorry about that.”
“My mom says you shouldn’t ever apologize for being good at something.”
“Aubrey, I like your style.” Oh, yeah, he liked this girl. A lot. Too bad he didn’t date moms, because if the kid was this feisty, her mother was probably a crackerjack, too.
Assuming, of course, there was no Mr. Crackerjack.
“You say that now, but you haven’t seen me throw yet. Don’t forget we’re enemies.”
Lord, he could never be enemies with a girl this cute. Maybe kids weren’t as baffling as he’d thought. His grin was wide as he sighted on the far board, smoothed out his arm rhythm, took a couple of steps and threw. His white bag thunked solidly to the board but missed the hole by a few inches.
She patted his arm in mock-sympathy, much like Evie had done a million times. “Don’t feel bad.” Then she ignored him, her complete attention thirty feet away. She let her own light blue bag fly and it cut through the air like a knife headed directly where she’d aimed. And damned if it didn’t hit the board, careen into his bag, sending it to the ground, and veer into the hole like she’d just hit a bank shot on a pool table.
“Nice luck,” he muttered.
“Not luck. Skill.”
Yeah, Aubrey’s skill became damn apparent over the next twenty minutes. She and Britt were up nineteen to twelve, and Grif could all but see the steam whirling up from Reid’s ears. He finally raised his arm and yelled, “Beer break! Grif, with me.”
“Back in a sec,” Grif told Aubrey.
“Take all the time you need,” she said sweetly.
He and Reid stalked over to the keg. “What the hell?” Reid demanded. “I know you don’t want to hurt that little girl’s feelings, but if you throw this game, we’re out. This is a single elimination tournament. And I’ll be damned if Britt is gonna beat us. You need to start playing like a man.”
“Me throwing the game? You’re the one who couldn’t make the bag in the hole if it was the size of a goal post.”
“Nine of those twelve points are mine,” he growled.
On his way back to the game, Grif rummaged through a cooler and scooped out a can of orange soda for Aubrey. He smiled and held it out to her. “Thought you might need something, too.”
“Thanks,” she said, clicking open the top. “How did you know this was my favorite?”
He’d had no idea, but had chosen it because he’d always loved orange sodas when he was a kid. But he tapped his temple. “ESP.”
She giggled and set her drink aside. “Thank you, but I’m still gonna beat you.”
Game. On.
It wasn’t fair. In fact, it was downright low, but just as Aubrey was about to toss the next time, Grif said, “So tell me about boys.”
But her aim was as true as ever, and her bag landed and slid into the hole like Ichiro Suzuki stealing third base. “What do you want to know?”
“Do you date?”
She gave him a look girls must be taught at birth, the one where they cut their eyes to one side in exasperation.
“My advice? Stay as far away from guys for as long as possible. You can’t trust them.”
“Aren’t you a guy?”
“Which is exactly the reason I know what I’m talking about.” Yeah, because if he ever got his hands on Carlie Beth again, he couldn’t be trusted not to take her on a trip down Memory Lane. A very hot, sweaty trip. “In fact, I should probably sit down with your mom, tell her you shouldn’t date until you’re thirty. Maybe forty. What’s your last name?”
“Uh-uh,” she said, tossing again and landing every damn bag in the hole. Twenty-one to twelve. She turned to him and swiped her palms against one another in victory. “Everyone says you’re a charmer, but I’m not stupid.”
“This is a small town,” he shot back, realizing he’d been having so much fun that he hadn’t thought about LA or his clients in hours, much less reserved a flight back west. “I’ll find out who you belong to.”
“Let’s hope you’re better at that than you are at corn hole.” Her grin was so cheeky Grif couldn’t help but grab her and pull her in for a hug.
As soon as Aubrey’s corn hole game was over, Carlie Beth cornered her daughter near the dessert table, filled with goodies her stomach had been too upset to accept. And that was a shame because Yvonne had brought her famous lemon poke cake. But when Carlie Beth had spied Aubrey and Grif playing corn hole and chatting like they knew one another, her appetite had skedaddled. “It’s time for us to get home.”
A bite of pecan pie halfway to her mouth, Aubrey froze. “What?”
“I have some projects I need to finish in the forge.”
“Mr. Britt and I won the corn hole game.”
“Congratulations.”
“No, Mom. This is a tournament. I can’t leave or we’ll have to forfeit. We could win this whole thing, and the prize is a hundred bucks.”
Shoot. And that was quite a motivation for a girl Aubrey’s age.
But Carlie Beth stood to lose way more than money. “What if I told you that you could have that makeover slumber party you’ve been begging for?”
“Are you serious?”
As serious as she’d ever been in her life. She might not have a clue how to do makeovers for half a dozen girls who were dying to be full-fledged women, but maybe Randi could help her figure it out. On the cheap. “Sure.”
Aubrey’s eyes narrowed. “Why now?”
Oh, her girl was no dummy. Sharp as an upholstery tack, as Carlie Beth’s mom would say. But Carlie Beth tried to make her shrug casual. “You’ve been asking for a while. Your grades were good on your last report card—”
“They’re good every report card.”
“—and it’s getting closer to the end of the school year, so it’s perfect timing.”
“Can we order pizza?”
“As many as you want.”
“And stay up all night?”
Internally, Carlie Beth winced. She’d need a case of Red Bull to keep up, but that was a small price to pay. “As late as you can stay awake.”
“Can I ask Miss May to bake cupcakes?”
When Carlie Beth had become pregnant, her mother had claimed she was too young to be a grandmother. Instead of allowing Aubrey to call her Grandma or Nana or Mimi, she’d insisted that her granddaughter refer to her the way she would any other familiar adult, adding Miss to her first name. Once Aubrey was born, her mom had been captivated with her in a way she’d never been with Carlie Beth, but she hadn’t compromised on the name. “Absolutely, but the decision is up to her.”
Aubrey’s eyes gleamed with sly avarice. “And we can watch back-to-back movies?”
“I don’t see why not.” Carlie Beth sensed her mistake as soon as the words were out of her mouth. “But they have to be appropr—”
Aubrey grinned and executed a victorious hair flip. “Magic Mike XXL, here we come!”
Carlie Beth grabbed the plate from Aubrey’s hand and shoveled in some pie. God help her, if Grif Steele didn’t leave town soon, she’d be the size of Dave’s barn.
Grif dropped down on the porch swing beside his mother and took a sip of his beer. At least his consolation prize was cold and topped with the perfect head.
She patted his leg sympathetically. “Tough game.”
“Reid probably won’t talk to me for weeks.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
Grif laughed, blowing some of the foam out of his cup. “Have I ever mentioned what a smart lady you are?”
She took a sip from her own cup of—if he had to guess—sweet tea. She wasn’t a teetotaler, but she wasn’t much of a beer drinker. “I managed to raise six relatively intelligent and well-adjusted children, didn’t I?”
Grif wouldn’t comment on the sixth, the one who was living a life none of them agreed with. Instead, he joked, “You can’t be blamed for the faulty one. We’ll lay Reid on Dad’s shoulders.”
She sighed. “Those two stubborn men do remind me of one another.”
Why he’d brought up his dad, another family member he really had no interest in discussing, Grif wasn’t sure. “You put together a nice party.”
“You sure looked like you were enjoying yourself out there playing corn hole. Maybe small-town life still suits you.”
Like hell. “Just doing my job.”
“As the new city manager, you mean?”
Now he was the one to heave out air. “It’s only temporary. Jonah was smart enough that he only agreed to provide a city manager. The contract didn’t name me specifically.”
“But you would be the best choice, hands down.”
“You have to say that. You’re my mother.”
“So?”
“So, you also thought I built the best pinewood derby car the Boy Scouts had ever seen, and that thing was a heap of crap. I’ve never felt so betrayed in all my life.” Which was total bullshit and they both knew it. He hadn’t understood real betrayal until the Madison Henry incident a few months ago. While he’d been embroiled in the whole thing, he hadn’t had time to feel the deceit, only the shell shock. But once he’d been cleared, the bone-deep sickness over his stupidity had set in and refused to leave.
His mom’s eyes went soft, with either nostalgia or sympathy—he wasn’t sure which, but was sure he didn’t want to know—and she gripped his hand in hers. “You have plenty of self-confidence now, so there’s no need for me to stretch the truth. And the truth is this town needs you.”
“There are plenty of people more skilled at running a city than I am. I know nothing about it, but I can find someone who does. In fact, I’ve already done phone interviews with four candidates.”
“But you know everything about this community, about these people.”
He rubbed at his forehead hard enough to permanently crease the skin. “Why does everyone seem to have forgotten I already have a job? One that’s a couple thousand miles away.”
“And has that job made you happy recently?”
“It’s not about being happy, it’s about—”
“Being someone,” she said. “You think I don’t know why you moved so far from home? You wanted to make something of yourself. And honey, that’s admirable, but you always assumed you couldn’t be someone here.”
“I like what I do.” At least he used to before…
“She broke something inside you.”
The sun was shining, his beer was cold, and he didn’t want to talk about her. “I have clients who rely on me.”
“Of course you do.”
But his athletes spanned the continent from Seattle to Florida, which meant he could effectively run his business from anywhere with cell service, high-speed Internet, and a relatively close airport. Grif sipped his beer and let the thought roll through his mind. “Are you hinting at something?”
“What do you mean?”
“That I could leave LA and come back here?”
His mom tilted her head in that way she had, completely innocent on the outside, but packing a left hook on the inside. “Oh, now there’s an idea.”
Shit. He’d stepped in that one, hadn’t he? But now he couldn’t stop thinking about it. When what he should be thinking about was getting his ass back to the city where he’d built a successful business. Where he thought he’d built a life.
With her tea glass, his mom gestured toward the dessert table. “That Aubrey sure is a pretty one. She’s always struck me as slightly familiar. Don’t you think she looks a little like Evie?”
“No. Evie’s hair is dark and Aubrey’s is—” As he watched, Aubrey’s face transformed into a thoughtful yet predatory expression Grif had seen on his sister’s face hundreds of times. Every damn time she knew she had the upper hand with one of her brothers.
His focus shifted to the person Aubrey was giving that look to. Carlie Beth. Their hair was the same color.
No. Fucking. Way.
“What’s Aubrey’s last name?”
At his sharp tone, his mom gave him disapproving look. “Weren’t you just chatting with her?”
“Yes, but I didn’t feel the need to grill her about her entire life.” Not like he did right this second.
“Well, she’s standing there with her mother, just as plain as day. Of course, her last name is Parrish.”
When he’d heard Carlie Beth had a daughter, he’d imagined a girl of eight to ten. Not one who was… “How old is she?”
His mom tapped her cheek. “Let’s see. She’s in eighth grade, so that would make her about fourteen.”
Son of a motherfucking bitch.



CHAPTER 8
G rif sat at his mom’s new dining table at the edge of her vast farmhouse kitchen. With the sun slanting in from the windows overlooking Tupelo Hill’s backyard, the morning should’ve been cheerful.
But the coffee in front of him tasted bitter on his tongue.
He’d barely slept last night, but his insomnia had nothing to do with twisting himself into a full-size bed rather than his luxurious king back home. For at least six hours, he’d replayed the one time he and Carlie Beth had been together.
The steam from his cup curled up, reminding him of that hot humid night.
He remembered what Carlie Beth looked like out at the Rockin’ Rio, a county-line dive bar that was no longer in business, probably because they hadn’t been big on checking IDs. Happiness and confidence radiated from her as she danced to every song, shaking all her assets to a J Lo tune and swaying to Creed’s “Arms Wide Open.” Her long hair gleamed in the neon beer signs, and he was more than attracted. He was fascinated.
And so damned turned on he asked her to dance and then take a drive with him.
He didn’t make an assumption about sex. If it happened, he would be happy. Very happy. But it was enough to have her snugged up against his side as they flew down backroads and she sang along with Destiny’s Child on the radio.
When they drove down by the creek, she opened her purse and pulled out a couple of condoms. That was a first for him. The girls he’d been with before Carlie Beth had all relied on him for protection. She seemed so mature in comparison. He’d been blown away. And smug, thinking they were so damn worldly.
And so he’d done what any eighteen-year-old guy would’ve done. He’d gone for it.
They made love in the backseat of his car. They slid around on the fake leather seats and laughed like crazy. He finally braced his feet against the front seat and hauled Carlie Beth onto his lap. His hands, her ass. His tongue, her mouth. His mouth, her breast. When she orgasmed, her eyes shot wide, as if she hadn’t expected something so damn good.
For the second round, he talked her into letting him toss a thin blanket over the hood, and they did it again out in the open. This time slowly, maybe even a little seriously. Her body was so soft, so right under his. When she cupped his face and kissed him, something inside his chest twisted.
But he breathed away the feeling.
All in all, it had been a hell of a send-off. He’d dropped her off at her own car around three in the morning, scooted back by his mom’s house to shower and pack. After his mom cooked him a tearful breakfast of pancakes and bacon, he’d thrown a couple bags in his car and headed west on I-40. A little bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, but grinning like a possum from sexual satisfaction and excitement about his future.
That was the day his new life had started.
Now he wondered if he and Carlie Beth had also started a new life the night before.
Grif dropped his head into his hands and stared down at the dark pool in his cup, breathing in the acrid scent.
Think about this rationally, Steele. Do what you tell your clients to do. Don’t get emotional. Think with your brain instead of your gut.
Damn hard for him to do lately.
So Aubrey Parrish had a couple of Evie’s mannerisms. Girls who did the hair flip probably weren’t one in a million, so that proved nothing.
The girl’s hair, thick and the color of muted copper, was obviously inherited from her mother. What about her eyes? Why hadn’t he looked at them more closely?
Probably because he’d had no reason to at the time. And once his mom had pointed out the likeness between Aubrey and Evie, Carlie Beth and her daughter left the party only minutes later. Which cheered Reid right up since he’d jumped ship over to Britt’s team.
But Grif couldn’t stop wondering if Carlie Beth had fucked him over. He squeezed his eyes closed, which only intensified the ache behind them. The Carlie Beth he’d known wasn’t that kind of woman, but his judgment wasn’t exactly accurate these days.
No birth control was fail-proof. And he’d been flying so high that night, it was possible he’d made a mistake somewhere along the way. Put the damn thing on too late. Not used enough care when he pulled out.
But even if…if…Aubrey Parrish was his…
Jesus, it was hard to even think the word.
Even if Aubrey was his daughter, it wasn’t as if she needed him. Obviously, the Parrish women were doing just fine.
“Grif, what’s wrong?”
He looked up to see his mom padding into the kitchen in her chenille bathrobe and a pair of ratty purple slippers. “What happened to the Natori nightgown and robe I bought you for your birthday?”
“Oh, well…” She glanced down and fussed with the tie that looked as if a band of hungry mice had chewed the ends. “I consider that special occasion nightwear, and I don’t have many of those these days.”
If Reid heard their mom say those words, he’d probably box himself in both ears, but it made Grif unbearably sad. She was still a beautiful, vibrant woman, and yet she had no one to share her life with. “Why don’t you divorce him?”
“Why would I?”
“Maybe so you can move on?”
“Have you moved on? Made it past Madison—”
“We’re not talking about her.”
“We all do things in our own time, including you.” She turned toward the coffeepot. “So let’s talk about why you look like Eeyore and someone’s hidden your tail from you.”
He had to smile at that. Winnie the Pooh books had been favorites of all the Steele kids. “Just thinking about work.” A big, fat-ass lie. One he’d probably go straight to hell for.
“I’m sorry if what I said yesterday put more pressure on you…”
“But?”
“But I’m not sorry I said it. We need you, Grif.”
And apparently, he needed to stay in town, too. Didn’t matter what the hell he’d been trying to convince himself of a few minutes ago. He could tell himself all he wanted that it didn’t matter if Aubrey Parrish was his kid.
But he’d waded through enough bullshit in his life to recognize it. And that’s exactly what he’d been throwing at himself.
Shooting a strained smile at his mom, he pushed himself away from the coffee that had burned holes in his stomach lining. “If that’s the case, then I guess I’d better get to work.”
“Now, Griffin Steele, you know this isn’t exactly on the up-and-up.” Berna Schroder, the county registrar for the past twenty-five years, pushed her glasses on top of her silvery blond hair and peered closer at him over the counter.
“The Steele Ridge city manager should understand the demographics of the people he’s serving.” He shot her a confident smile.
“Steele Ridge, huh?”
Why wasn’t Jonah the one fielding all the backlash about that? Because he has you, sucker. “Have you heard Jonah’s planning to cover all the costs of the name change?”
“I like the return address stickers from that Labelocity place online.”
With a few quick taps, he made a note on his phone. “Any particular color?”
Berna’s mouth slid up in a little gotcha smile. “Gray would be appropriate, now wouldn’t it? So about those birth certificates you’re asking for…Why do you need information on the folks too young to even vote?”
“If I know nothing about our citizens, it sure would make it hard to act in their best interests. And children are our future.” His smile was starting to feel brittle around the edges, so he shored it up.
“But I don’t understand why you need individual birth certificates for all the kids born in certain months of a specific year.” This was one of the many problems with a small town. People felt they had the God-given right to not only offer you their opinion, but also wage an argument about why they were right.
He leaned on the counter and scratched his head as if he was bewildered. “Ya know, I’m not a hundred percent sure either, but I read about some newfangled research method that some towns—ones that are doin’ real good economically—are using to figure out how well off folks are gonna be in the future.” If some of his California acquaintances heard him slide back into his deep hometown drawl, they would’ve looked at him as if he’d just married his sister. But if Grif was in Rome, then to get what he wanted he was damn well going to put on a toga.
“By looking at a bunch of teenagers and preteens?”
“Told ya I don’t understand it. But heck, I’d juggle knives and walk over hot coals to help this town.”
In the end, Berna printed out fifty birth certificates.
Soon after, he was sitting inside Louise with most of the pages littering her passenger seat, because the only one he gave a shit about was in his hand. The piece of paper could’ve erased the “Am I or am I not?” chant that had been playing on repeat in his head for the past sixteen hours.
But it didn’t.
Because the little box for Father on Aubrey Laine Parrish’s birth certificate was empty.
Which meant there had been no affidavit acknowledging paternity filed when she’d been born. And if he were a lesser man, he would wipe his hands clean and walk away.
Even though that box was blank, one that was filled blasted Grif with the force of a slapshot to the temple. Aubrey’s birthday was March 28.
He’d already consulted his Google calendar and determined March 28 was exactly, to the day, thirty-eight weeks after July 5.
The date he and Carlie Beth had steamed up his car windows.



CHAPTER 9
Hours later, Grif was back in his mother’s kitchen, unpacking what had to be the millionth box of dishes. Where the hell had she kept all this stuff in the other house? With a gravy boat and serving platter in his arms, he stomped over to a cabinet and shoved them inside.
From the corner of his eye, he caught his mom’s warning look at how roughly he was treating her precious items, but it did nothing but stir up the anger that had been simmering under his skin all day. He went back to the box and yanked out a newspaper-wrapped blob. He set it on the countertop and heard a crunch as something inside gave way.
Shit.
He’d temporarily forgotten his mom’s new countertops were made of unforgiving tile.
“Griffin Fletcher Steele.” His mom marched in his direction, her mouth also unforgiving. “My household goods might not mean much to you, but I would expect you to be careful.” She carefully peeled away the paper to reveal a squatty china teapot decorated with winding roses and latticework. A crack trailed up its side and one of its delicate feet was missing.
Not just shit. Triple shit.
“Mom, I’m sorry.”
She just shook her head, but he could see the tears quickly overtaking her eyes. And rightfully so. That teapot had been her grandmother’s and was given to her when she married. It had always held the place of honor in her small china cabinet.
“I’ll—”
“Don’t.” She pointed at him with the killer Mom finger. When they were kids, he and his brothers had sworn that thing was more powerful than an AK-47. “Don’t you dare say you’ll buy me another one. There isn’t another one of these anywhere in the world.”
He started to reach for the bundle of paper and broken fragments, but she elbowed him out of the way. “I’d thank you not to touch it again.”
His chest tight with regret and shame, feelings he couldn’t completely attribute to a cracked teapot, he turned back to the box to continue unpacking. It didn’t matter what was going on with him. He shouldn’t take his rage out on his mother. Because she certainly wasn’t the one to blame here. Before he could reach inside again, she said, “You know, I don’t think I need more help.”
“Mom, I said I was—”
“You’re obviously stewing over something. I don’t suppose you want to tell me what it is?”
His jaw clenched hard enough that it felt as though his molars were melding together.
“Then get out.”
“What?”
“Until you deal with whatever’s got you all sideways, you’re no use to me. Why don’t you find your brothers and go outside to find a way to work it off?”
He laughed, but the sound came out strangled. “Mom, I’m in my thirties. Are you seriously telling me to go outside and play?”
She used the AK-47 finger to jab toward the back door. “Be glad I’m not telling you to go outside and play in the street. Now get. And don’t come back inside until you can control yourself.
“Yes, ma’am.” It took every bit of gumption Grif had not to hang his head and slink outside. He forced himself to look straight forward and keep his shoulders back.
Maybe he should sneak upstairs and change into shorts to take on the sports complex’s climbing wall. He glanced back through the screen door to find his mom glaring at him. No, climbing wasn’t an option tonight.
If his adversaries only knew his Achilles’ heel, they’d sit Joan Steele opposite him at the bargaining table every time.
At the edge of the porch sat a gray metal trashcan Grif hadn’t laid eyes on in at least ten years. He walked over and flipped open the lid to expose a jumble of well-used and well-loved weapons. On the top layer, he spotted a red Nerf Centurion, a jumbo-sized slingshot, and a set of cap guns still in their fake leather holsters. He hefted the Nerf and dug around for the gun’s magazine. Another exploration to the bottom of the trashcan scored him a handful of spongey ammo.
Oh, yeah. This was exactly what he needed.
He pulled out his phone and sent an SOS text to his brothers. Need you on Mom’s back porch ASAP.
Less than ten minutes later, Jonah, Reid, and Britt were all at the house.
“What do we need to fix?” Britt asked. “Plumbing or electrical problems? Whatever it is, I’ll take care of it.”
Of course he would. Martyr Britt.
“Nothing’s broken.” Grif winced inside, because that wasn’t technically true. Not after what he’d done to the teapot. Maybe he could find a way to have it fixed. After he took down his brothers.
“This have something to do with the town manager thing?” Jonah asked. “Man, I know you aren’t keen to take this on, but—”
“I can’t even think about that right now,” Grif interrupted.
“Then why the hell did you drag me away from researching security systems for the complex?” Reid barked.
Grif waved a hand toward the trashcan. “Because of this.”
Reid wandered over and peered inside. “What? Did our precious Grif find a snake inside and need a real man to take care of it for him?”
“Funny, Ape Man,” Grif shot back. “How long’s it been since y’all saw what’s inside there?”
While his three halfwit brothers were busy gazing down into the stash of weapons, Grif positioned himself behind a lounge chair where he’d hidden the big Nerf gun. He grabbed it and let loose on them.
Reid spun around, automatically reaching toward his belt for the weapon he was used to carrying.
Predictably, Britt used his surroundings as cover and ducked behind their mom’s potted ferns.
Jonah snatched up the trashcan lid and used it like a shield from a medieval video game.
Before they could catch their balance, Grif took off around the side of the house to the sounds of violent cussing. Less than half a minute later, feet pounded behind him and he sprinted for the tree line.
“You’re going down,” Reid yelled.
“When jackasses climb trees,” Grif hollered back. Once inside the protective hardwoods and pines, he scanned for a decent place to lie low and pick them off one by one.
Wait a sec. Maybe low wasn’t the answer. High was. He looped the gun’s strap over his head and shoulder and rested it against his back. Then he found a sugar maple to climb that provided reasonable access and superior cover.
His brothers took their time, and when they invaded the forest, they assembled themselves into a miniature V-formation with Reid at the point. He was even using hand signals to command his two ragtag troops.
Okay, ragtag was wishful thinking. Both Britt and Jonah looked just as stone-faced and serious about pursuit as Reid. They’d armed themselves well, with Britt carrying the bow and arrow, bad news because he was an ace shot with that thing. Jonah held the slingshot and his shorts pockets were bulging with some kind of ammo. Reid, of course, had found an actual pellet gun. He made the sign to spread out and their little hunting party increased the space between them. With their stealthy movements, they eased right under the tree where Grif was waiting.
His hands itched to pull the trigger, but it wouldn’t be much fun if the game was over this quickly. He’d let them wander around trying to find their asses for a few minutes. Then he’d climb down and ambush them from the rear. He twisted in the tree to keep eyes on them, slipped on the bark and almost lost his footing. “Son of a bitch,” he breathed, his heart hammering and his hands sweating.
But apparently, his little snafu wasn’t enough to catch his brothers’ attention, because not one of them glanced back.
Grif adjusted his death grip on the tree trunk and worked to untangle his feet from one another. As he was starting the climb down, an arrow whizzed by his right ear. What the fuck? He probably looked like a clumsy sloth, but he somehow got himself turned around, his feet braced on two different branches, and gazed down at the forest floor.
Nothing.
“I know you’re out there.”
Again, nothing.
Those three weren’t idiots. And as good a soldier as Reid was, Britt could still probably out-silence him. The guy didn’t talk to humans unless forced.
If someone was going to make a mistake, it would be Baby Billionaire.
“Jonah, I bet all they left you with was that crappy-ass slingshot. Do you remember when you were a kid and you wanted that blowback air pistol? But Reid got the new one, and you got the hand-me-down. That must’ve really sucked, man.”
Thwap. Something hit Grif dead center in the solar plexus. Not three seconds later, he was hit again, this time in the left temple.
“What the fuck?” he roared, rubbing his head where his skin was still stinging and sported a tiny indention. Then a barrage of blunted arrows and other stinging projectiles came his way, hitting him in the body and face. He hung onto a limb with one hand and tried to bat the bullets away with his other. He caught one and opened up his fist to check it out. “Which one of you assholes is shooting whole pecans?” That had to be what had poked a hole in his head.
“Guess this crappy-ass slingshot isn’t so crappy after all,” Jonah called.
“Asshole, you’re surrounded,” Reid yelled, laughter riding piggyback on his words. “You might as well get your ass outta that tree.”
For some reason, his brothers’ jeering made Grif wish for a magazine full of real bullets. He let loose a battle cry and jumped. He hit the forest floor with a jarring thud, rolled, and came up to a kneel. Then he shot the fuck out of his brothers until his toy gun clicked with the hollow sound that indicated it was empty. And yet, he just kept jacking with the trigger as though the damn gun would somehow reload itself.
With open mouths, Reid and the others stared at him like he’d transformed into Bigfoot.
Jonah shook his head in mock sympathy. “Dude, if I’d known the pressure of managing a metropolis the size of Steele Ridge would push you over the edge, I never would’ve asked. I guess some people just aren’t cut out for that kind of responsibility.”
“Responsibility?” Grif tossed aside his now useless gun when what he really wanted to do was break it apart piece by piece and crush it all into the dirt. “You want to talk about responsibility? I’m pretty sure the ultimate responsibility is finding out you have a kid about fourteen years too late.”



CHAPTER 10
G rif’s breath sawed in and out of his burning throat. Fuck, fuck, fuck. He hadn’t meant to say that.
“What did you just say?” Britt asked in his quiet, steady way.
Throwing his arms wide, Grif launched himself backward to lie on the ground and stare up into the trees. “Nothing.”
His brothers gingerly laid their weapons aside. Slow and easy as if they were afraid he would make a crazy move for real.
They circled around him, looking down with the kind of concern their mom smothered them with when they were sick or heartbroken or otherwise laid out flat. One by one, they took a knee, their focus never wavering from him. If weighty stares alone could compel a man to spill his guts, his brothers would be a crack inquisition team.
“Are you saying you have a kid?” Reid demanded. “How the hell did that happen?”
That almost—almost—made Grif smile for the first time since he’d walked out of the Registrar’s office.
Britt shot Reid an amused look. “Even I know the answer to that question.”
“You know what I mean.”
Unable to stand being at a disadvantage against his brothers for another second, Grif pushed himself to a sitting position and braced his back against the tree he’d kamikazed out of. “The father section on the birth certificate is blank, but I know. I know.”
“Look, if you need to go back to LA to handle some personal business, I’m sure everyone in town would understand.” Reid hooked a thumb in Jonah’s direction. “Even His Highness Baby Billionaire himself.”
Now Britt’s amused look transformed into a disgusted head shake. “Did you hear what he said? Fourteen years. That would’ve been some damn fast work on his part.”
Reid’s attention lasered in on Grif. “Are you saying you have a kid in North Carolina?”
Shit. It wasn’t as if he’d be able to keep it a secret from anyone in town, especially not his family, if he decided to do something about all this. “Aubrey Parrish.”
Reid rocked back and landed on his ass in the leaves and pine straw. “Whoa.” He rubbed his chin and studied Grif. “Carlie Beth always was hot, but I didn’t realize you and she had a thing.”
“It wasn’t a thing,” he said. “It was one night.”
One hot, sweaty, fun, sweet night. And God, if he let himself go back over those memories again, he might talk himself out of his mad. And by God, he deserved to be pissed at Carlie Beth.
A frown encompassed Britt’s whole face. “I thought I taught the three of you better than to go in unwrapped. Hell, Grif, if not for yourself, then for the girl’s safety.”
“I don’t need a fucking lecture about safe sex. And for your information, we used protection.”
“What are you gonna do?” Reid asked.
“Hell if I know.”
“Did Carlie Beth say something to you yesterday at the party?”
Grif laughed, the bitter sound drifting up to the treetops. “No.”
But her behavior the past few times he’d seen her sure made a hell of a lot more sense now. The way she’d bolted from his mom’s birthday party a few months ago. The way she seemed to skittishly avoid him. The reason she was so fucking hesitant to start a little something up with him, even after that synapses-sizzling kiss.
And possibly even more gut-burning was the fact that he hadn’t been exactly gung-ho to get busy with a mother.
Not just a mother. The mother of his kid.
His.
Goddammit.
“Aubrey sure is a pretty little thing,” Reid offered. “Hair like her mom’s and from what I saw yesterday, ego like her dad’s.”
God, Grif didn’t know whether to be proud or scared shitless. “I don’t know a damn thing about being a parent.”
Jonah hooked a thumb to his left. “Just watch Saint Britt. He’s got it down pat.”
“Think she’s dating yet?” Reid mused.
“For Jesus’ sake. She’s fourteen.” Yeah, now that he knew Aubrey was most likely his daughter, asking about guys didn’t seem so humorous.
“Hell, at fourteen, I had Susan McMichael’s shirt off behind the high-school football field locker room.”
Grif’s stomach turned into a trash compactor. “If I find out any guy has taken off Aubrey’s shirt, I will frog-march his ass out behind the locker room and teach him the lesson of his life.”
“Would that really be your place?” Britt asked. “Have you thought that maybe the reason Carlie Beth never told you was because she didn’t want you to be involved in Aubrey’s life?”
Even though he hadn’t been able to get Britt’s words out of his head all night, this morning Grif stood staring at Carlie Beth’s small frame house. From the outside, it looked about thirteen hundred square feet. Probably a two-bed, two-bath. Maybe a small third bedroom. Although it was in decent shape, the trim around the windows could use a scrape and paint.
Maybe dressing like he was going into a boardroom had been overkill, but he adjusted his tie before climbing the porch steps. As he strode across the porch, one of the planks gave slightly under his shoe. He could fix that in a couple of hours.
Dammit, he was a decent guy. Responsible. Successful. Why wouldn’t she want him involved if Aubrey was his daughter?
The house didn’t have a doorbell, so he knocked hard on the storm door. It protected a wood door inset with eight panes of glass and latched with a scrolling iron pull knob. No doubt it was Carlie Beth’s incredible work, but now that he knew what she’d done, he didn’t want to admire her talent.
Several minutes ticked by.
He damn well knew she was here because a 1970s International Scout, the same thing she’d driven way back when, was parked in the one-car driveway. “Carlie Beth, open up. I need to talk to you.”
Still no answer, and Grif’s frustration climbed. Then his phone rang. Irrationally tempted to ignore it, Grif breathed and drew it out of his pocket to check the caller. Ice Athletic Wear.
Excellent. He needed a win today.
“This is Steele.”
In less than ten minutes, he negotiated the final touches on Ian Brinkmann’s endorsement deal. The Brick was about to be a few mil richer and all he had to do was stand around in Ice’s sports boxers showing off his junk.
Yeah, that was a big win.
Phone back in his pocket, Grif started to knock on Carlie Beth’s door again, but remembered something Evie had said. Carlie Beth’s forge was here at her house.
He jogged down the porch stairs and followed a crushed rock path around the side of the house. And there in the backyard was an ass-ugly gray metal building topped with a darker roof. The smoke curling from a metal chimney told him what he needed to know.
That and the open industrial-size overhead door.
Inside, Carlie Beth was bent over a metal table, her back to him. And a young man, probably in his late teens or early twenties, worked over an anvil, beating the hell out of a glowing piece of metal with a hammer. An old Dixie Chicks song blared from a grimy boombox in the corner. Something about them not being ready to make nice.
That should be his fucking theme song today.
The kid looked up from whatever he was beating on and caught sight of Grif. His face registered surprise, which quickly morphed into a dog-with-a-meaty-bone expression. But he waved in Carlie Beth’s direction until he got her attention. She swung around, and Grif’s breath stalled.
Why, he had no idea.
She was dressed in a thick—and he assumed fireproof—apron, gloves up to her biceps, and protective goggles. Her gorgeous hair was restrained in a ruthless braid and her face was smudged with black grime. A drop of sweat rolled off her chin and plunked to the hollow of her neck, only to disappear beneath the apron.
It must’ve been sheer fury that made him want to strip off that apron, rip away those goggles, and plop Carlie Beth down on one of her metal workbenches. The compulsion to yank off her work boots and pull off her jeans shuddered through him.
To hell with the playful lovemaking they’d shared all those years ago. He’d shove between her thighs and go at her hard. Screw her right here among her tools and the grime until she screamed. For mercy.
In surrender.
In satisfaction.
Carlie Beth set aside the tool she was holding and pushed her goggles to the top of her head, leaving pink indentions around her eyes that made her look like an adorable raccoon.
She’s neither. So stop being a softheaded ass.
“We need to talk,” he snapped at her. “Privately. So you might want to get rid of your boy toy.”
“What did you just say?” Her words were slow and full of WTF.
The guy started toward Grif, all bowed up in the way only someone his age would think was smart or remotely intimidating. “Carlie Beth, do you want me to get rid of this—”
“Kid, I’ve got at least ten years and thousands of miles on you,” Grif said, forcing casualness into his tone. “So unless you want your face sitting backward on your neck, I’d suggest you haul your skinny ass out the door and not come back for a good half hour.”
“You can’t tell me what—”
“Do it, Austin,” Carlie Beth said.
The guy tossed his own eye protection on a table and stalked by Grif, glaring all the while. But he wasn’t stupid enough to risk a shoulder sideswipe or some other aggressive asshole move.
Once he was gone, Grif turned back to Carlie Beth. Her mouth was drawn tight and her eyes were shooting something way more lethal than the pecans Jonah had pinged him with yesterday. “Do you want to tell me why you just waltzed in here and not only insulted me, but also threatened my apprentice?”
“Probably not any more than you want to tell me why you’ve hidden my daughter from me her entire life.”



CHAPTER 11
C arlie Beth’s jaw dropped, actually released like a well-greased hinge. All these years, she’d protected the truth. Protected her daughter. Protected this man.
Grif’s words hit her like bullets of accusation, slamming into her with the force of a hammer to the head. “How did you… Why would you…”
“I bet you were shitting kittens at my mom’s birthday party, weren’t you?” He wandered through her forge, his crisp moneyed scent trailing him. He finally stopped his walkabout and hefted a swage block. “Interesting how I’ve been back in town at least once a year for the past ten and hadn’t seen you until a few months ago. And I sure as hell never caught sight of Aubrey. I assume that was one hundred percent on purpose.”
“Grif, you don’t understand—”
“Oh, I understand perfectly. Rather than sharing our daughter with me, you chose to leave Aubrey’s birth certificate blank and let her go through life a bastard.”
Bastard. The word thudded through Carlie Beth’s head with the force of an anvil.
She looked down at the half-finished pot rack in front of her and remembered the hand-forged mobile she’d made Aubrey before she was born. The old baby spoons had clanked together with a pleasant ping.
Bastard.
How many times in the months after Aubrey’s birth had Carlie Beth’s mother said the same thing? “Is that what you really want, Carlie Elizabeth Parrish, for your baby to grow up without her proper last name? You need to track down whatever lowlife you made the unfortunate mistake of spreading your legs for and make him do right by you.”
For a while, Carlie Beth had been able to dodge and duck her mother’s snide comments and accusations about the state of her virtue by paying loving attention to Aubrey and taking care of her so well that no one—not even May Parrish—could fault her as a mother. But one day Aubrey was suffering from the croup, and Carlie Beth had been awake for thirty-six hours straight. She was sitting in a steamy bathroom trying to ease her daughter’s seal-like barks when her mother barged in and looked down at her.
Her mother stood there, a Bible in one hand and her other on her hip. “What if this baby’s come down with one of those genetic diseases? It’s probably all the daddy’s fault. And you don’t know where to find the no-account loser. Maybe you don’t even know who he is. Now, you’re young, you’re broke, and your baby could die.”
Something sharp and ugly broke loose inside Carlie Beth, but she came slowly to her feet because Aubrey was finally—mercifully—asleep on her shoulder. “I know exactly who my daughter’s father is. And I know where he lives. I would never jeopardize Aubrey’s health, much less her life, if I thought he could help in some way.”
Her mother’s eyes squinted with disbelief. “If that’s the truth, then why don’t you go ask him for child support? That would sure help Aubrey out.”
Carlie Beth stared at the King James version in her mother’s hand and fought back the overwhelming need to yank the book from her and slap her with it. The dawning of that craziness was when she’d known she had to tell her mother the truth or she would never let the topic drop.
“If I tell you who Aubrey’s father is, you have to swear on the Bible you’re holding that you will never tell another soul. Not now, not tomorrow, not on your deathbed. Do you understand?”
Her mother’s head drooped. “I knew it. He’s in prison, isn’t he?”
“No, Mama, he’s in Los Angeles,” she blurted out and immediately regretted it. Apparently, all the steam had made her loopy.
Her head whipped back up. “Are you saying this baby’s daddy is Gr—”
“I told you not to say a word.”
“Those Steele boys aren’t exactly what I’d consider marriage material, but Joan is always carrying on about how well they’re doing. Grif with that big fancy scholarship to play baseball at UCLA. Surely he has more than enough. You need to demand—”
“I will not ask Grif Steele for one thing.” After all, what was the purpose in derailing both their futures when she could handle this situation on her own? She waved a hand through the steam hovering in the small room. “Aubrey and I are not suffering. My baby has a clean house, clean clothes, and nutritious food.” Maybe Carlie Beth’s life wasn’t what she’d once imagined, but she was making it on her own, which gave her an incredible sense of pride. “I haven’t asked the government for a dime, haven’t asked you for a dime, and damn well won’t ask him for a dime.”
“There’s no need to use foul language. But I bet you if Joan knew a thing about having a grandbaby, she would be over the moon. Maybe not at first, but once she got used to the idea. She’d also make sure that son of hers took care of his mistakes.”
Ignoring her mother’s mistake dig, Carlie Beth tried to breathe away the feeling of her heart squeezing at the mention of Grif’s mom. Mrs. Steele was one of the kindest, most generous, least judgmental people she’d ever met. She hated keeping something so important from such a wonderful lady, but she had no choice. Mrs. Steele might delight in a grandbaby, but she would not appreciate Carlie Beth extinguishing her son’s bright future. All of the Steeles were so proud of what he was doing out west. “I said you’re not to tell anyone about Aubrey’s father.”
“Why in the world would I agree to—”
“Because you love Aubrey almost as much as I do, which is the only reason I put up with your narrow-minded ways. And if you don’t keep your mouth shut, I will pack up my car with everything I own, put Aubrey in her car seat, and drive the hell out of Canyon Ridge. And once I’m gone, I can promise you I will never come back.”
Her mother had never again mentioned Grif Steele’s name, nor had she ever called Aubrey a bastard.
No one would ever call her that again, especially not her own father.
Carlie Beth tore her gaze off the half-finished pot rack in front of her and advanced on Grif until her filthy apron brushed the front of his fancy shirt. “Don’t you dare use that word to describe my daughter.”
He didn’t flinch away from her and the grime all over her. “Don’t you mean our daughter?”
The reality of what was truly happening to her crashed through her, and although she wanted to crumple in on herself, she couldn’t afford to. Not in front of this man. Right now, he was angry that she’d taken something away from him, obviously bringing out the predator in him. If she let him glimpse the seed of guilt she’d harbored over the years, he’d somehow use it to his advantage. Better to soothe the animal than poke at him. “Look, if I’d planned to demand anything from you, I would’ve done it a long time ago, so if you’re worried I’ll ask you for something, you can stop.”
“I have to assume no one else in town has figured all this out. Otherwise, you could’ve never kept it this quiet.”
“Only my mom.”
“And she didn’t chase me down with the business end of a sawed-off shotgun?”
Carlie Beth sighed. “She and I came to an agreement.”
“What kind?”
“The kind where she keeps her mouth shut and I don’t take her granddaughter to live somewhere else.” Even though she’d threatened, it wouldn’t have been easy. Carlie Beth probably would’ve had to give up blacksmithing altogether if she’d moved away. Here, she’d had enough help to juggle and make it work, even if she’d had to put aside art in the name of food.
She’d done everything she could for her daughter. Couldn’t he understand that? Suddenly unable to handle the nearness and Grif’s expensive scent for another second, she stepped away and busied herself straightening her tools.
“What about my mom?”
That pain she’d felt deep inside all those years ago pierced Carlie Beth again. “What about her?” But she knew. Of course, she knew what he was asking.
“Didn’t you ever consider she might like to know she has a grandchild?”
“Yes. But how could I have done anything about it? It wasn’t like I could confide in her and expect her to keep it to herself.”
“Did you hate me that much?” His voice was low and scratchy.
She whirled around to find him standing in the same place, his face a picture of confused pain, making her want to go to him, smooth a hand over his cheek and soothe him. Which was ridiculous. Grif wasn’t a man who needed anyone to make it all better for him. He had the big-city life, was living the dream while she’d been here raising his daughter.
“I didn’t hate you at all.” Sometimes, she might’ve resented him, but she couldn’t hate the man who’d given her the most important thing in her world. In fact, on her loneliest nights, she’d thought of Grif fondly, sometimes way more than fondly.
“Then why the fuck would you keep this from me?”
She laughed, a surprised little huff. “You were living in California.”
“Last I checked, these two states are connected by things like airplanes, cell phones, and the Internet. It wasn’t like I was living off the damn grid in a third-world country.”
“If I’d called you a couple of months after you left here, telling you I was pregnant, what would you have done?”
His head dropped and he shoved his fingers into his artfully rumpled hair. “You never even gave me a chance to figure that out.”
“The Steele boys might’ve been a little wild, but you always had a sense of right and wrong. You would’ve come home and married me.”
“Which is exactly what most women would’ve wanted.”
“I’m not most women.”
“At the very least,” he ground out, “I would’ve made sure my name was on that birth certificate. Made sure you and Aubrey were taken care of.”
“I’ve taken care of us just fine. And my not telling you was for your own good. You wouldn’t be a sports agent now and you probably would’ve lost your scholarship to college.”
The violent tightening of his jaw made it obvious he was holding on to his emotions through sheer force of will. “There was no fucking scholarship.”
“What?”
“I lied about the whole thing. If I was ever going to make something of myself, I had to get out of here. And I had to make my family think I had an all-expenses-paid ticket.”
She waved a hand at his stylish clothes. “Then how did you—”
“I lied and I hustled. After I picked up my first client, I slammed my way through a couple of degrees at night while I grew my business.”
“Do they know? Your family?”
“That I lied about attending UCLA? Yeah, I finally told them. Figured after I made a name for myself that it didn’t matter anymore.”
“Well, you couldn’t have hustled that way here in Canyon Ridge. You probably would’ve hired on at one of the Christmas tree farms outside of town, making little more than minimum wage.” And he’d been so bright, so smart, so ambitious that she hadn’t been willing to sentence him to that life. “You should thank me.”
“Thank you?” His lip arched up in what could only be called a snarl. “Does she even know I’m her dad?”
The set of his mouth told Carlie Beth it wasn’t a good idea to point out that a father and a dad were two completely different concepts. A dad was someone who carried his little girl around on his shoulders, blew raspberries on her tummy, and kissed her boo-boos. A father was a biological concept.
And that’s all there was between Aubrey and Grif—biology.
“No.”
“What did you tell her?”
“That her father was someone I knew a long time ago, but that he doesn’t live here anymore.”
“And she just accepted that? ‘Sorry, Aubrey, but your dad is a complete douchebag who just can’t be bothered to be around.’”
Indignant anger kindled inside Carlie Beth. “I never once called you something so disrespectful. Honestly, after a few questions when she was little, the only time it came up was on special daddy-daughter occasions.”
“And who stepped in for those occasions?”
“Grady, Randi’s bartender at the Triple B.”
“Were you sleeping with him?”
That hot feeling inside her flamed, and something kept her from telling him Grady was happily married. “Is that any of your damn business?”
“I think it’s my business to know the other men who’ve been a part of my daughter’s life.”
“God, Grif, it’s seriously too late for this.”
He moved in close, glared down at her with his now glacial eyes. “That, Carlie Beth, is where you’re wrong. Even more wrong than you were to keep my daughter from me. Aubrey is a Steele. You’ve not only stolen that from her, but you’ve stolen her from my family. And I think you know that if there’s one thing in this world I cannot abide, it’s someone doing wrong by my family.”
Like an instinctive shield, her eyes squeezed closed. His family? No, she couldn’t afford for him to go down that path. Aubrey was her family. She slowly opened them again, trying to project sincerity toward him. “If I say I had your best interests at heart, can we pretend this conversation never happened? Just leave well enough alone?”
His laugh was as sharp and cold as the icicles that ringed her eaves every January. “If by leave well enough alone you mean me walking away and forgetting I have a daughter—a loving, breathing, beautiful daughter—then you have lost your mind.” He reached into his pants pocket and took out his wallet. With the most deliberate movements Carlie Beth had ever witnessed, he opened it up and withdrew a piece of paper with one sharp fold down the middle. He placed it on a small clear space on her worktable and smoothed the crease, but Carlie Beth kept her focus on his face. On his intent and chilled expression.
“What is that?” she asked.
“It’s the price of admission.”
“What?”
He tapped the slip of paper, which finally drew her attention downward. It was a check. Made out to her. “Entry ticket.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I figured I’ve missed approximately one hundred fifty-seven months of child support.”
“Dammit, I don’t want your money.” She snatched up the piece of paper and held it out to him. “I never wanted anything from you.”
His icy attention never shifted from her face and he didn’t reach for the check. “I’m not asking you what you want. I’m telling you what you’ll take.”
“I don’t need your money.” She didn’t need anything from him. Couldn’t afford to.
“Then put it all in a college fund for Aubrey. I really don’t give a shit.”
“Wh…What are you saying?”
“That I will get to know my daughter.”
“Are you trying to bribe me?”
“No.” His smile was hard. “I’m telling you that if you don’t take the money and give me access to my daughter that I will find another way. And believe me, if I take you to court for custody of Aubrey, you won’t win. I’ve spent too many years spinning stories and negotiating. I always—always—come out on top. By the time I get done with you, you will be so broke, so broken, that you won’t be able to buy a pack of peanuts in this town or anywhere else. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
Her stomach tightened at the cold determination she saw in his face. “You’re blackmailing me.”
“Sweetheart,” he said softly. “Blackmail is when someone is demanding money, not forking it over. And I think you’ll find I’ve been more than fair in paying back child support. Now, do you want to make this easy and tell Aubrey I’m her dad, or do you want me to break it to my daughter?”
“Mom, is what he said true?” a small voice said.
Carlie Beth’s attention snapped to the doorway where Aubrey stood with an expression of sheer betrayal painting her pretty face, her pink-and-green backpack sliding off one shoulder. One glance at Grif, who was standing there looking as if he was torn between hugging Aubrey or hitting Carlie Beth, told her he wasn’t about to step in and make this easier for her.
And why should he? She had never once shared the responsibility of parenting.
Grif turned toward Aubrey, but Carlie Beth intercepted him before he could make a move in her daughter’s direction. “Don’t do this. Not now. Not while you’re this angry. Give me some time with her.”
“This isn’t over,” Grif said, his voice low so his words only touched Carlie Beth’s ears. As he walked out the door, he laid a hand on Aubrey’s shoulder and squeezed it before continuing on.
Aubrey whirled around, her bag thunking to the ground. “Wait! Mr. Steele…Dad…Wait!”
But he kept walking, down the path and around the house. Strolling out just like he had years ago. Only this time it was worse. Way worse.
Because this time he’d purposefully dropped a grenade into Carlie Beth’s lap.
Asshole.
“Mom?” Aubrey’s shoulders were slumped and her mouth was trembling. Looking as lost as she had the time she wandered off at an art festival in Asheville and became disoriented in a maze of stalls. When Carlie Beth found her ten minutes later, Aubrey had been going from person to person, asking if anyone knew her mommy. In her own five-year-old way, she’d handled it admirably. But another minute and she would’ve cracked, thrown her little body on the ground, and pitched a wall-eyed fit.
“Baby, we need to talk.” Carlie Beth sighed and glanced down, finally looking at what was written on the check Grif had so carefully placed in front of her. The ham sandwich she’d wolfed down for lunch expanded in her gut, and she snatched up the paper to get a better look.
Six.
Hundred.
Thousand.
Suddenly the heat of her forge overwhelmed her. She shoved the check into her apron pocket and rushed for the door. “Let’s sit outside,” she said to Aubrey, grabbing her hand and pulling her out into the cooler spring air.
Carlie Beth gulped it down the way she’d guzzled ginger ale when she was pregnant. Like it was the only thing that could keep her alive and mildly sane.
They didn’t make it to the back porch because Carlie Beth’s legs gave out and she sank down on the edge of a brick planter filled with forsythia. She tried to project calm, but that was damn hard when her hands were shaking so badly.
One glance at her daughter and they shook even harder. Tears had not only welled up in Aubrey’s eyes, but they’d also escaped, sluicing down her cheeks with a forlorn sluggishness that broke Carlie Beth’s heart.
“Is Grif Steele my dad?” This time, Aubrey’s question wasn’t tentative. It was chock-full of the strength and chill of her father’s last name.
“Yes.”
“He was so nice when I met him at Miss Joan’s the other day. Why would he just pretend he didn’t have a family all this time? Didn’t he love us?”
Love? What Carlie Beth and Grif had done that night wasn’t driven by love. Fueled by exhilaration and attraction? Yes. She reached for Aubrey’s hands, squeezed them in hers. “It was complicated.”
“Complicated how? What’s so hard about spending time with your kid? Plenty of my friend’s parents are divorced. That doesn’t keep their dads from doing stuff with them. He’s obviously nothing like Miss Joan. He’s an asshole.”
Cringing at Aubrey’s use of the word she’d mentally called him just minutes before, Carlie Beth scolded, “Aubrey Laine, that’s unacceptable.”
“You sound like Miss May.”
If the situation weren’t so serious, that accusation would make Carlie Beth gouge herself with the pointed end of a mill file. “It’s not right to judge someone when you don’t have all the facts, when you haven’t walked in his shoes.”
“Well, if he was a good guy, you would’ve told me about him a long time ago. After all, his family lives right here in town. I bet he’s visited a million times.”
Maybe not a million, but often enough that Carlie Beth could’ve made a different decision many times.
Aubrey scooted closer, the way she used to when she had a stomach ache and wanted the comfort of a storybook and Carlie Beth’s arms. Unfortunately, the affectionate movement rustled Carlie Beth’s apron, and Grif’s check poked up from her pocket.
“Mom, what’s that?” Aubrey plucked it out. Carlie Beth tried to grab the paper, but by the way her daughter’s mouth dropped wide, the damage was already done. “Wh…Why did he write you a check for this much money? Is this hush money so we won’t ever bother him again?”
As reluctant as she was to share Aubrey with him, she wouldn’t let her believe her father was truly an uncaring bastard. “No, honey. Exactly the opposite. That’s what he considers back child support.”
“This is enough for a house. A lot of houses around this town. But why, after all this time, would he…” She trailed off as understanding must’ve dawned. Aubrey jumped to her feet and glared at Carlie Beth. “You never told him about me, did you? You never even gave him a chance to know me. To love me.”
“Please understand—”
“No, I don’t understand why you kept us apart. The only thing I understand is that you’re the asshole.”



CHAPTER 12
When Grif and Reid strolled into the sports complex, it was clear that vandals had somehow jimmied the new doors and hit the place like demented spray-painting fairies. This time, they’d painted on the rock climbing wall—initials, dates, some poetry with questionable spelling. Jonah had already repaired the fire damage done to the reception area when the former city manager had tossed a Molotov cocktail inside the building not long ago, but obviously that hadn’t been enough to dissuade kids from mucking around inside.
“Pretty soon, this building won’t be worth a fraction of what it cost the city to put it up,” Grif commented, just to rile Reid.
“I’ve narrowed it down to three different securities systems. I just need a little more time to decide on the best.”
Grif slapped him on the back. “Think of it this way. Jonah’s little project is keeping you off the streets and out of trouble.”
“The mighty didn’t just jump down from a damn truck,” Reid grumbled. “The mighty took a header off a cliff.”
“Stop your bitching. You know you love stuff like this.” Grif quickly gathered up the climbing gear—belay, ropes, and harness—and turned to his brother. “You want a go at the wall first?”
With a scowl down at his leg, he shook his head. “My physical therapist would kick my ass.”
“Sucks to be you.”
“Ain’t that the truth?”
Grif stepped into the harness and rigged himself up because he damn well needed to do something to work off all the anger he was feeling toward Carlie Beth. You should thank me, she’d told him. Like she’d somehow placed herself in charge of his future when she’d found out she was pregnant with his baby.
He’d thought women manipulating him and fucking him over was a recent development, but apparently not.
Once he double-checked all his equipment, he reached for the first grip on the wall.
“Aren’t you forgetting something, dipshit?”
Yeah, he’d been more than distracted since he’d stomped into Carlie Beth’s workshop and threatened to take away her daughter. He was a dipshit for that delivery. He’d been pissed and emotional and out of his depth. But he stood by his message, even though he didn’t know how the hell he was supposed to go about getting to know his own daughter. So he was giving himself some time to cool off and think about the whole situation rationally.
He looked down and realized he wasn’t clipped in, not that big a deal. “I free climb all the time at home.”
“I don’t give a free flying fuck.” Once Reid had him hooked in to the belay system, he said, “Belay on.”
“Climbing.”
“Climb on.”
The city had spent a fortune on the four-story climbing wall. Damn shame it had barely been used. And now it was painted up like a bathroom wall. But if he knew Reid, he’d have the thing cleaned up soon. His military—ex-military now—brother liked things in order. Too damn bad his life was in such disorder right now.
Like Grif had a single bit of room to talk. One thing he’d told himself he’d never do was walk out on his kids like his own dad had. And yet he had done exactly that, whether or not he meant to. And right now, he hated Carlie Beth for making him anything like Eddy Steele.
Distracted, he missed his next foothold, tried to anchor himself with his hands, but to his damn humiliation, he came off the wall.
From below came Reid’s smug-ass laughter. “Told you free climbing wasn’t a good idea.”
After that, Grif scaled the wall half a dozen times with perfect form and accuracy, but Reid’s smirk never disappeared.
Two days after her run-in with Grif, Carlie Beth was a zombie shuffling from a parking spot to Yvonne’s gallery. Aubrey had played the petulant silent game for the past forty-eight hours, and Grif had been just as quiet about his plans. With everything inside her, Carlie Beth wanted to rip that HSBC Bank check into teensy pieces and dump them all over Grif’s shiny shoes.
But even in her anger, she wasn’t that stupid.
He wasn’t the kind of man who made idle threats. He would fight her for custody if she tossed his money back in his face.
When Carlie Beth walked inside, Yvonne glanced up and her face immediately creased with concern. “You look terrible. What’s wrong?”
Great. Nice to know she wasn’t fooling anyone. “I wanted to drop off a few more pieces I made in hopes you could list them on the gallery’s website.” She’d been in such a fever since her life blew up around her that she’d been in the forge almost around the clock.
“You know I’ll take everything you’ve got. Anytime. I’d give anything to have your kind of talent. In fact, I’ve been thinking of trying my hand at a little metalsmithing.” She patted a catalog lying on the counter that Carlie Beth recognized from one of the big online smithing supply companies. “Not that I’d ever hold a candle to you, but it would be fun to set up a little backyard forge.”
“Let me know if you ever want to use mine.”
“That’s sweet of you, but I don’t think me piddling around is a priority today. What’s important is why you look like you could use some tea and sympathy.”
Yvonne’s understanding tone burrowed behind Carlie Beth’s eyes, luring forward the tears she’d refused to shed. After the showdown with Grif, she’d thought about talking the situation through with Randi, but she suspected her occasional boss was having her own problems with Blues, Brews, and Books. Carlie Beth didn’t want to lay anything else at her door. “I’ve…uh…Aubrey and I are having some issues.”
Shaking her head, Yvonne turned toward the back room where she kept the coffee and tea. “She’s getting to that age. I remember I gave my mom and dad complete hell when I was a teenager. If it wasn’t ten in the morning, I’d offer you something a little stronger than tea. In fact, maybe that’s exactly what you need, a girls’ night out. We could—”
“As much as I’d like to blame this on teenage hormones, that would be unfair. This thing with Aubrey is my fault.”
“Gimme a sec,” Yvonne said, “and you can tell me all about it.”
Carlie Beth settled on a stool behind the sales counter and unpacked the new items she’d brought, an array of hooks, candlesnuffers, and keychains.
When she returned from the back, Yvonne placed a mug of steaming tea and a tall glass filled with ice tea in front of Carlie Beth. “I figured you might need one of each.”
Carlie Beth smiled even though it hurt her cheek muscles. “You’re a good friend.”
“You know what they say. Friends help you bury the body. Good friends bring a backhoe.” Yvonne settled on another stool with her own cup of tea. “So tell me what’s got you so down in the mouth.”
She’d held on to the secret for so long, she wasn’t sure if she could actually get the words out. Then again, now that Grif knew, she was surprised the news wasn’t all over Steele Ridge. Not that the Steeles were gossips like some others in town, but the truth getting around was inevitable. And Yvonne had been such a good friend. If she heard from someone else, her feelings would be hurt and rightfully so. “Aubrey recently discovered who her father is.”
Steam from Yvonne’s cup curled around her lowered eyebrows. “You mean she didn’t know?”
“I never told her.”
“Hmm.” Yvonne sipped. “So I’m assuming you weren’t behind this revelation.”
“God, not at all. Aubrey and I have done just fine. We don’t need his money.”
In Yvonne’s place, even Carlie Beth would’ve been dying of curiosity, but her friend just waited and drank her tea. She wouldn’t push, which made it easier for Carlie Beth to finally say, “Aubrey’s father is Grif Steele.”
“Oh, my. That is a surprise.” If she hadn’t been studying Yvonne so closely, Carlie Beth might not have caught the subtle tightening of her friend’s lips, quickly masked by another sip. Carlie Beth winced inside at the memory of Yvonne sitting with Grif and Jonah at Triple B recently. It had been clear Yvonne was fond of them both. Possibly more than fond of Grif. Attracted. “I didn’t realize the two of you ever had a relationship.”
Carlie Beth laughed. “I wouldn’t call one night a relationship, exactly.” Not then. And not now. No matter how many sweaty dreams she’d had about the man since he’d recently returned to town. “Of course, Aubrey is upset.”
“And Grif?”
“Pissed.” Carlie Beth let the heat seeping through the ceramic mug singe her fingertips. “But determined to be a part of Aubrey’s life.”
“And how do you feel about that?”
Her laugh was thin. “Exactly the question I’ve been asking myself about once an hour since he stalked out of my forge after slapping down a check so big I…I…”
“How big?”
“The kind of zeroes normal people never see on a piece of paper.”
“Oh my God. I never believed it was true, but now I’m not sure.” Yvonne’s hand went to her throat as if the tea had burned its way down. “He’s trying to buy you off. Just like he did that woman.”
“What woman?”
“Don’t you pay attention to the news? It was all over the place last fall. Since I knew Grif growing up, I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, but with him throwing money around like this, now I don’t know.”
“And I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“It’s not really my place to—”
“Are you my friend or not?”
“Of course.”
The unsettled feeling vibrating through Carlie Beth’s body picked up speed. “Then tell me what you’re talking about.”
“Just Google Grif along with the name Madison Henry.” Yvonne leaned over and gave her a reassuring hug. “Hopefully, he was as innocent as he claimed. He was cleared, but you have Aubrey to think of. And a man like Grif Steele? He’s obviously powerful. That’s one thing. But if he’s unsafe, you need to take precautions because he’ll be a part of Aubrey’s life—your life—forever.”
Sitting across from Jonah’s makeshift desk at their mom’s, Grif nodded toward the stash of random antique and flea market finds. “This wasn’t exactly your style in Seattle.”
Jonah kicked back in his chair and propped his bare feet on the desktop, crumpling a stack of papers in the process. If Grif had to guess, they were probably some other way Jonah had dropped a shitload of money on something ridiculous. “I gave Mom my credit card for a few office supplies, and now she won’t stop with the decorating. I think she thinks if she decorates, I’ll stay. I’ve told her a million times I’m not going anywhere, that I’m back in Steele Ridge for good.”
Another shortsighted promise as far as Grif was concerned.
Then again, Jonah sure did look relaxed. When was the last time Grif had felt that way? The last time he could breathe without feeling as if a mountain wasn’t sitting on his chest? “About all this town manager crap…”
“Look, I know this isn’t exactly your speed, but dammit, I promised the people here—”
“If we let things trickle along the way they’ve been going, it could take a decade or more for Steele Ridge to recover from all the stupid decisions that were made. If you’re serious about jumpstarting economic recovery, then we need to get people moving in the same direction. Right now, it’s like someone yelled ‘the sky is falling’ and all the business owners are running around like chickens with their heads chopped off.”
“We?” Jonah angled his head to stare at Grif. “I thought you were out of here as soon as you could find a random bum to take the manager job off your hands.”
“Things have changed.”
“Because of Aubrey?”
“Wouldn’t something like that change your life?”
Jonah held up both hands and leaned back in his throne-like chair. “Dude, I’m not calling you out on it. I care about Steele Ridge, but I damn well care about my family more.”
“I confronted Carlie Beth.”
“And you were right?”
With a sort of foggy detachment, Grif watched his right fist open and close a few times. “Yeah.”
“I guess it’s a little too late to break out the cigars. When are you gonna tell Mom?”
“Soon.” Grif rubbed his palm down his pants and was pissed to find the movement left a small sweat mark. How could what was happening in his hometown make him edgier than handling big deals in LA? He’d once believed he understood all the predators and prey there. Now he wasn’t sure he understood a damn thing anywhere.
“You don’t want her to hear it from anyone else.”
True. “Real soon. So”—he blew out a breath, but it did nothing to relieve the tension that had been eating him up for days—“I think I should commute for a while. I can do two weeks here and two in LA.”
“You want to be a telecommuting city manager?”
“You damn well know I can get more done in a couple weeks than some schmuck can in a couple months. If you were so worried about the quality of my work, you shouldn’t have promised things in that contract that you can’t deliver.”
“I figured if you balked, I’d have to step in.”
“You?”
Jonah’s casual slouch disappeared, and he sat upright, his forearms in a classic triangular power position on the desk between them. “I did run a pretty successful gaming company. Without you.”
“Yeah, but if you’d wanted to be the CEO of Steele Ridge, you wouldn’t have wrangled me into the job.”
“Ever consider that was just a ploy to get you back home?”
“Just because you’re stuck here doesn’t mean—”
“I’m not stuck. This is my choice.” Jonah sat back again and studied Grif with what looked alarmingly like pity. “Besides, don’t you think LA’s taken a big enough chunk out of your soul? After what happened—”
“In the past.”
“The interweb is forever, dude.”
“I have plenty of clients who never believed a word of it.”
“Still, that bitch worked you over—”
“Enough.” The word came out harsher than he’d intended, making it obvious he wasn’t as over it as he claimed. “I like what I do, and most of my clients are good people. So can we please talk about Steele Ridge now?”
“Fine.”
“This town can’t compete with businesses or services in Asheville and the other big cities. Why would people wander out to Steele Ridge for a bite of vegan Indian food or whatever-the-hell when they can get it in their own backyards?”
Jonah sighed and closed his eyes. “It sure sounds like you’re saying we’re fucked.”
That made Grif smile. And he knew, without checking the mirror, it was the expression that had often made team management want to call their mommies asking for their blankies and binkies. It was the smile that told people he was going to hand their asses to them. “For a man who owned a mega-company, you sure give up easily.”
“Fuck you,” Jonah snapped, opening his eyes. “Why do you think I hired you?”
“Because I’m smarter than all three of my brothers combined.”
One side of Jonah’s mouth lifted and he lazily shot Grif the bird. “Whatever lets you sleep at night.”
“All people have been doing since the sports complex went down the tubes is complain and whine. We need to give them something to rally around.”
“Like a mascot?”
“Something that makes them feel like they’re in control of the way things turn out. I’ll be talking with every business owner in town one-on-one. Then we’ll host a State of Steele Ridge event for them. Hell, we’ll do it up right with booze, food, and fancy clothes. I’ll reveal an economic development plan that includes something splashy to entice people to visit the town.”
“We could just go ahead and have a big golf tournament.”
“No, we need a twist. A hook. Besides, you hate golf.”
“Then we’ll do e-sports.”
“I don’t think Steele Ridge is ready to put together an event for a bunch of geeky Jonah-alikes.”
“Then we’re back to swinging sticks at a bunch of little balls.” Jonah smirked. “Like yours.”
“Apparently my balls are big enough to make a kid, aren’t they?”
“Griffin. Fletcher. Steele.” His mom’s sharp and surprised voice came from behind him.
At the sound, Grif’s balls shrank a couple sizes. Fuck. He slowly turned to face the woman he loved like no one else. Right now, her mouth was drawn into a tight bow and her hands were solidly planted on her hips. “Explain yourself.”
God, what time was it? Because surely a man should be able to fortify himself with a shot of whisky before telling his mom she was a grandmother for the first time. About, oh, fourteen years too late.
He shot Jonah, who at least had the good sense not to grin, a hard look. “We’ll talk about this more, later. But I’ll be reaching out to people here in town in the meantime, trying to instill a little confidence in the future of Steele Ridge.”
“And you think that’s the answer to our problems?”
“I think it’s a start.” Then Grif stood and followed his mom out of the room, ready to face a five-foot-two firing squad.



CHAPTER 13
I n the kitchen, his mom stared him down. “What did you mean by that crude comment? I’ve tried to understand and support your life in California, but now I find out you have a child out there?”
“No.” He couldn’t lie to her because this whole thing was about to blow wide open. Whether or not he was ready. “I have one here.”
“Wha…What? Who?” Her eyes immediately filled with something he wanted to turn away from. Confusion. Pain. Disappointment.
Even at his age, talking with his mom about sex wasn’t the most comfortable thing in the world. But it had to be done. “Aubrey Parrish is my daughter.”
“Oh my God. And you never told me—”
“I didn’t know.” What he wanted to do was turn away and walk out the door. Instead, he wrapped his mom in a hug. “When you pointed out how she resembled Evie the other day, something clicked.”
“I never knew you and Carlie Beth…”
Thank God he was looking over his mom’s head and not directly into her eyes. “Just once. Right before I left for California.”
“Why…” Her voice broke, breaking his heart in the process. “Why didn’t she ever say anything?”
“I don’t know, but I have to assume she never planned for me to find out about Aubrey.”
“But we’re her family. It doesn’t get much more simple than that. I should go over there and give Carlie Beth a piece of my mind.”
He drew back and held his mom by the upper arms. “No. I need some time to handle all this.”
“I have a grandbaby.”
No, Aubrey wasn’t a baby anymore. The anger inside Grif kindled higher. Did Carlie Beth have any idea what she’d done? How she’d cheated the people around her? How she’d cheated her own daughter?
“I want to get to know her. Better, I mean. Take her shopping and—”
“I’m working on that.” Working on it? Hell, he’d bought and paid for it. But now that he’d thrown his weight around, he realized he didn’t know jackshit about teenage girls. Nothing more than how he’d felt about them when he was a teen himself. And that sure did nothing to ease his mind.
Besides, when he’d confronted Carlie Beth, he’d done two things an expert negotiator should never do—become emotional and walk out. Now he was second-guessing everything, both his big-dick approach and what the hell to do with the so-called ticket into his daughter’s life he’d bought and paid for.
“Mom, I’m staying in Steele Ridge for a little while, so I plan to rent a place in town.”
“There’s plenty of space here.”
“I know.” He pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “But I need to do this my way.”
Rather than handling his messed-up personal life right away, Grif called a real estate agent, telling her he needed to rent a place with both an apartment and a dedicated work space. He’d be damned if he would set up shop in City Hall.
The Realtor showed him the old Murchison building where the five-and-dime had been when he and his brothers were kids. He wasn’t crazy about the big windows across the front, preferring to work without people stopping by and ogling him, but it had an apartment upstairs and he didn’t have the time or energy to look for something else.
So the next morning, he stood on the sidewalk in front of his new digs and stared at the white banquet table and a metal folding chair he’d had delivered. His assistant would laugh his ass off if he saw this setup. A steep step down from Grif’s Robert Brou Wave desk and Eames chair back in LA.
As steep as a North Carolina ridge.
Jesus.
Unfortunately, a scan down Main Street confirmed the compact business area was as lethargic as ever. Shop owners like Yvonne Winters must’ve stockpiled some savings when things were going well to survive a drought like this.
His phone buzzed and he drew it out of his pocket to find he’d missed half a dozen texts and three calls from his clients. Dammit, his wheelhouse was big-dollar contract negotiations, not small-town economic development. And yet, here he was, paying more attention to whether or not anyone was strolling into the Mad Batter Bakery than he was his own clients.
He was muscling his crappy-ass furniture through the front door when a small voice said, “Mr. Steele…Grif…Da—”
He swung around to face Aubrey, almost taking out the door trim in the process, and she cut herself off mid-word. God, he wasn’t ready for this. Didn’t know what to say. How to explain. How to damn well act.
Which made him a complete chickenshit. Because Carlie Beth probably hadn’t been real ready when their daughter arrived in this world.
But what the hell did Grif know about having a kid?
Nothing, because Carlie Beth had never given him the opportunity to learn. Never given him the opportunity to know his daughter.
And there was a dark, gnawing place inside Grif because of it. No one took away his choices.
No. One.
He understood what it was like to be one in a family of a half-dozen rowdy kids. Where he’d always been slightly lost in that crowd as neither the oldest nor the youngest. Where things had always been a little lean and he’d had to make his own way in this world.
But having his own family was something entirely different.
And he didn’t exactly come from father-of-the-year stock. His dad hadn’t been a model, emotionally disengaging from his family little by little over the years, then eventually leaving them physically. He hadn’t run far, just to some ramshackle cabin outside of town, but it might as well have been halfway around the world.
But Grif did know enough to stop this mental shit and say something. “Hey, Aubrey.” Then he realized it was ten o’clock on a school day and he scowled. “What are you doing here?”
Her eyes going wide, she took a step back. “I…uh…maybe this wasn’t a good idea.” She whirled around as if about to flee, and Grif said, “Wait.”
She turned back slowly, as if she were facing a growling dog.
“Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”
He expected her head to droop in shame. Instead, her chin angled up and her shoulders squared. “I’m old enough to make that decision for myself.”
“Actually, you’re not. Unless something’s changed radically in the past fifteen years, the state of North Carolina makes that decision for you.”
“These are mitigating circumstances.”
God, what teenage girl used a phrase like mitigating circumstances?
A rush of pride burst inside him. One related to him.
He checked his watch. “Fifteen minutes, and then I’m driving you back to school.”
One quick glance at Louise, parked in a spot in front of his newly rented space, and Aubrey said, “In that?”
“Her.”
“What?”
“My car isn’t a that.”
“Your car is a woman?”
“Yes, but we can discuss Louise inside if you’ll get that for me.” Grif nodded toward the building’s door, and Aubrey slid around him to hold it open it so he could get his load inside. Once he had the table and chair braced against a wall, he said, “My car is definitely female. Beautiful. Curvy. And occasionally temperamental.” With a couple of yanks, he unfolded the table’s legs, then swung it to its feet.
Then he unfolded the chair and offered it to Aubrey with a little bow, which made her giggle. “So to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”
Settling into the chair, she said, “That’s just a nicer way of asking what I’m doing here.”
“Sometimes it’s not what you say but how you say it.” Rather than pace around the table as he was tempted to, Grif boosted himself up and sat.
“I don’t know what to call you.”
Her simple declaration pierced his heart. His own dad might’ve been, and still was, a flaky old bastard, but Grif had always known who he was. He’d never once had to question where he came from, who he belonged to. “What do you want to call me?”
“I’ve never had a dad.”
Pierce? She might as well have placed a shotgun against his chest and pulled the trigger. Blam! Part of him wanted to stay pissed at Carlie Beth. But he also understood, at least a little, why she’d made the decisions she had. Aubrey had been her first and only priority. And from what he’d seen, she’d done a damn good job raising her.
“Sweetheart”—damn, he wanted to reach out and touch his daughter’s gorgeous red hair, but something held him back—“you’ve always had a dad. We just never got a chance to know one another.”
“What about now? Are we going to get to know one another now? Mom said you never stay in town more than four days at a time.”
And there’d been a reason for that. It was damn hard to make something of your family name, make something of your older brother’s sacrifices, when you were sitting on your thumb in your hometown.
But in LA, he was somebody. Somebody? Hell, he’d been the fucking golden boy of sports agents until his face had been splashed all over the LA Times, ESPN, and the sports section of every major news blog in the US last fall.
“Well, seeing as I’ve already been here longer than that, I’d say things have changed.”
“I don’t want to be a burden.” This time, her head did lower. “I don’t want you to hate me.”
Screw the fact that he didn’t know what the hell he was doing. He did know when someone was off balance and hurting. For years, he’d made a living putting people in that place, and then he’d been there himself.
He slid off the table and took Aubrey’s hand. It felt slightly foreign in his, small and fragile. Had his dad felt this out of his depth with his own kids? Maybe that was the reason the old man had bolted, because Grif had never felt this raw, this unsure in his life. And that could make a man want to run—fast and far.
When Aubrey looked up at him, the vulnerability and fear in her eyes twisted a place deep inside him. For as long as he lived, he wouldn’t forget the courage it had taken for her to come here and ask for what she wanted.
So he needed to man up and find the balls to deal with this situation. Figure out how to act toward her. Who to be for her.
He gently pulled her to her feet, slowly drew her into his arms in case she wasn’t comfortable with him touching her. But she came into his embrace like a magnet. Just click, as if they should’ve been hugging like this every day of her life. Her head tucked under his chin as she clung to him.
“I could never hate you, Aubrey Parrish,” he said against her hair, which smelled of a girlie fruit—peaches or maybe mangos.
“Then would you…do you…mind…if I call you Dad?”
And for the first time in his life, Grif Steele fell helplessly in love.
Although Grif realized he would’ve been strangely happy to have Aubrey hang out with him all day, he drove her to school with the promise that they would see one another again soon. His kid was smart, funny, sweet. And although his heart pinged when she laughed or smiled, he needed some time to figure out where to go from here.
So he returned to his makeshift workspace, the twelve-foot ceilings and worn hex-tile making his crappy furniture look foreign and completely lacking in style. By the time he’d bought a new Steele-Ridge-business-only laptop and a few office supplies and convinced an Asheville furniture store to deliver a king-size bed the next day, all he wanted was an ice-cold beer.
Or six.
But when he walked into the back alley to crank up Louise and head back to his mother’s house for the night, he took one look at his car and had the simultaneous impulse to bawl and brawl.
He’d been not thirty feet away most of the day. How the hell had someone done this to his best girl?
Okay, now that he’d spent time with his daughter, Louise might be his second-best girl.
Then he remembered the feel of kissing Carlie Beth—excitement and comfort all rolled into one—and Louise slid down to third.
And that thought just pissed him off.
Grif circled the car to find both back tires flat to the fucking rim, but that wasn’t the worst of it. It looked as if her rear lights had been smashed with a crowbar. And the passenger side door had obviously been pried open. The metal around the lock bowed out obscenely and the paint was a mess of scratches and gouges.
Whoever the son-of-a-bitch was, he’d thankfully left Louise’s hood intact. But one glance inside told Grif the bastard hadn’t stopped with the car’s exterior.
Four words were carved into his seats, easily readable through the windshield. The passenger side read “Go back” and the driver’s completed the thought with “to LA.”
Shit, that had been his plan two weeks ago. Now he was knee-deep in a completely different reality. He stroked a hand over the car’s hood. “Jesus, I’m sorry, Lou.” Then he dug out his phone. One call to Maggie and another to Jonah.
Maggie was the first one on scene—collecting evidence, taking pictures, and asking questions. Afterward, Grif sweet-talked her into releasing Louise and letting him send her to the shop. The sooner she was fixed up, the sooner he could drive her again.
By the time Jonah screeched into the alley in his Tesla Model X, the tow truck Grif had called was backing up to secure the Maserati. Jonah jumped out of his car. “What the hell?”
“Apparently, not everyone here is as shit-fire excited to have me around as you are.”
His brother strode over and peered through one of Louise’s windows. “That is sacrilege.”
“You can see why I needed a ride.” Grif stuffed his hands into his pants pockets. “I’m having her taken to Charlotte. That’s the closest city with a garage I trust to touch her.”
“Her seats are toast.”
“Yeah.” His fingers curled, making fists inside his pockets. “It’ll take some time to set her right.”
“If you need to borrow mine, I can—”
“I’ve already talked with one of the car dealerships. They’ll drop off something in the morning.”
“Rental?”
“No, I bought a car I can keep here. Louise obviously belongs back in LA.”
“I don’t think that message was for her, dude.”
“I didn’t figure.”
“Who the hell would do something like this?” Jonah turned in a circle as if he might find the culprit right there in the alley.
“Maybe one of the old ladies who wasn’t too happy about having to reprint her return address stickers?”
“Can you imagine Mrs. Van Dyke wielding a crowbar? Besides, why come after you? I’m the one who changed the town name.”
“As Reid would say, you might want to watch your six.”
“Believe me, I’ll be watching the sixes of everyone in this family.”



CHAPTER 14
G oogle was absolutely not Carlie Beth’s friend.
She’d clicked on so many links since Yvonne’s pity-filled warning about Grif that she was surprised her right pointer finger wasn’t broken. How could she have missed these articles? Surely people around here had talked about it.
Something niggled at the back of her mind, someone at the Triple B making comments about one of those damn Steele brothers finally showing his true colors. But she’d turned away and busied herself clearing empties because she’d tried hard for years to stay detached from that family.
And now she knew what all the brouhaha was about. At least she knew what had been smeared all over the news. And she had to talk with him about it.
The drive out to Tupelo Hill felt like it took ten hours instead of ten minutes, and when she knocked on the front door, Mrs. Steele answered. Her eyes were shadowed and her smile was brittle around the edges.
She obviously knew the truth and it had hurt her. “Grif told you. About Aubrey.”
“Someone had to.” His mom’s hand flew to her mouth as if to shove back the words. “I’m sorry.”
“I’m the one who should be sorry.” Carlie Beth’s heart ached with the pain she’d obviously caused. “You have to believe my decision had nothing to do with you.”
“Why then?”
“He didn’t deserve to have his future turned upside down. He was so young, and I knew, even then, that he was made for bigger things.”
“What about you? Didn’t you have plans? Dreams?”
“Plans and dreams change. I love my daughter and wouldn’t trade her for anything.” Not for a place in the National Ornamental Metal Museum.
“Being a parent is the most important thing in the world.” Mrs. Steele's smile lost some of its sharpness and simply became sad. “And being the parent of an adult means I don’t get to butt in. It means I have to be invited in.”
And that had to be heartbreaking as well. Carlie Beth was already headed down that path with Aubrey. How would it feel to someday be on the outside of her own daughter’s life?
Gut-wrenching.
“I promise to bring Aubrey by soon, but I really need to talk with Grif tonight.”
“You’ll find him down at the sports complex.” She pointed in the direction of the road that ran in front of the property.
But when Carlie Beth pushed through the door into the facility, only a few dim security lights filtered through the gloom.
“Hello?” she called out. “Grif, you here?”
He damn well better not be ignoring her. She knew Aubrey had gone missing from school earlier today and had a feeling he was the reason. When she’d pressed Aubrey about it, she’d clammed up, saying it was between her and her dad.
Her dad. Aubrey was giving her the cold shoulder and calling Grif Dad. A man neither of them truly knew.
Carlie Beth wandered through the mostly empty facility. Although the damage to the reception area had been repaired and repainted, it still smelled faintly of smoke from the fire set back in January. Behind that was a huge open space dominated by a four-story rock climbing wall. A running track was elevated to the top level, giving the nonexistent joggers a prime view of below. The outer edge of the building was ringed with weight rooms and classroom-sized spaces. It was too bad the whole sports complex concept had fallen apart. The school district had already negotiated to allow students access when the project went down the tubes.
What would Jonah Steele do with this place?
Calling out for Grif every few minutes, Carlie Beth climbed the stairs to the track. She stepped out onto the springy surface and decided a slow lap around might do her some good. Slow? She probably needed to run in circles until she passed out. But she was already so tired as it was.
Right, left, right. The soles of her shoes bounced along the track, making a soft sproing with each step. She calmed her breathing, matching it in time with her footfalls. In, out, in.
Good, Carlie Beth, because you can’t afford to go apeshit on a man who might be capable of—
Suddenly, a clattering echoed above her and to the right. Something that sounded like metal pinging off plastic.
“Grif?” she said, her voice too high and breathy for her liking. “Jonah? Is anyone here?”
No answer.
Then a heavy door clanged. A stairwell door, just like the one she’d pushed through to enter the track level. Someone was in here with her. Someone unwilling to answer her.
An uneasy shiver made its way down Carlie Beth’s arms, leaving goose bumps in its wake. What if someone was trying to steal stuff? But really, what would he take? There were a few machines in the weight room, but they’d require a moving truck. They weren’t exactly the type of thing a person could carry out on his back.
What if Grif had heard her the first time she called out and was…stalking her?
By now, the small amount of calm she’d created on her walk around the track had completely disappeared. So she returned to the stairwell, easing open the door and peering around before stepping inside. She and Aubrey had taken a personal safety class last year. The woman who’d taught it, a member of the Asheville PD, had preached the concept of vigilance until every woman in the class was sick of it.
But still they’d listened.
No sounds came from the stairs, so Carlie Beth quickly made her way toward the first floor, jogging down the steps and skimming her hand along the railing. By the time she was back on the lobby level, her heart rate was tripping double-time. She pushed into the open space and sprinted for the front door. Air. She needed air.
With outstretched arms, she shoved at the main door only to hear it thud into something. Something that sounded a lot like a person. Her breath hitching, Carlie Beth stumbled back, almost losing her balance. But she was able to keep her feet under her and scramble sideways until her shoulder banged into a wall.
The door swung inward, and a big form stepped into the open space. The person was backlit by moonlight, which kept his face in shadow, and for an instant Carlie Beth went as still as a rabbit that had spotted a wolf.
Then she became the wolf.
Since she was shorter than the shadow, she went in low with her elbow, aiming for the crotch. Her trajectory was off slightly and she hit his hipbone instead.
“Dammit,” the shadow bellowed as it grabbed for her arm, “don’t be stupid and make this worse by making me beat you up. I don’t give a damn who you are. I promise, you’ll wish I’d just called the police first.”
Beat her up? No way in hell. She jerked out of his hold, cocked her elbow and rammed it home.
“Oof!” Just like he was supposed to, the guy stumbled back and folded in on himself, gasping for breath. “You…little…motherf—”
“Oh, God!” She hadn’t recognized Grif’s voice at first. Violent relief pulsed through her, followed quickly by renewed fear. She scrambled away, her spine bumping the wall and stopping her escape.
“Carlie Beth?” Grif’s focus lasered on her, momentarily pinning her in place. “Wha…What’re you doing here? And wh…Why the hell did you elbow my balls into my throat?”
He made a move to straighten, and she held out her hands and stepped back into attack position. “Stop! Don’t move.”
“Jesus, it’s me. Grif.”
“I know.”
Bracing his hands on his knees above the basketball shorts he wore, he glared up at her, his breath still hard and uneven. “What the hell? I didn’t mean to scare you. Did I knock you down when I pushed back on the door? I’m sorry I yelled, but I thought you were the kids who’ve been painting crap on the walls in here.”
“Where have you been?”
“What do you mean?” He was able to straighten enough for her to see his T-shirt was printed with a faded Anaheim Ducks logo.
“Were you in this building with me?”
His faced creased with confusion. “You saw me come through that door not two minutes ago.”
“Maybe you left to make it look like…”
“Like what?” He reached out, and she skipped out of reach. “Have you lost your mind? I know I was pissed when I came to your house the other day, but you’re acting crazy.” His tone broadcasted bewilderment, which for some unknown reason made Carlie Beth want to wrap her arms around her knees and bury her head while she cried. So, so stupid.
“I heard a noise.”
“What kind of noise?”
Part of her wanted to tell him it was nothing, but she had to confront this. Confront him. And she was certain someone had been in the building with her. “A clang and then footsteps. Someone going down the stairs.”
“Are you sure?”
“I know what I heard. I called out, but you didn’t answer.”
“Dammit, it wasn’t me. Why would I ignore you?”
She could feel the lack of blood in her own face. “Because…because…”
He touched her chin, lightly, and she tried to move out of range, but he blocked her with his other arm, without removing his fingers from her face. His expression darkened and his mouth flatlined. “Why are you suddenly scared of me?”
Carlie Beth fought the compulsion to grab his hand and press it against her cheek. Because that would be like a lamb climbing up on a lion’s dinner table. She remembered how it felt all those years ago to be the singular focus of his blue eyes, his sexy smile. Grif could make a woman believe she was the only female in his universe. The only thing he cared about.
Maybe he cared too much. So much he was willing to hurt a woman.
Then again, when they were talking with Maggie about Roy Darden, Grif had also said a man who hits a woman should be taught a lesson. “I…need to get home.”
“Wait a minute. I want to make sure I understand what’s going on. You came out here looking for me, but there was someone else in the building? Did you see who it was?”
“No. Maybe it was one of your brothers. Or maybe I imagined it. Anyway, I can see you were about to do something, so I’ll just…”
“I was about to use the climbing wall”—his breath fanned across her cheek, skimming her lips and sending a shiver down her back—“but that’s not important right now.”
She shoved at his chest, suddenly realizing she’d let him get too close. Way too close. She had no physical leverage from this angle. So she attacked in another way. “Tell me about Madison Henry.”
Grif stepped back, taking his hand with him. “I’m surprised you didn’t ask before now.”
“I didn’t know.”
“Do you live under a rock?”
“This may shock you,” she snapped, “but most of the world doesn’t revolve around you.”
“It’s not ego saying that, believe me. But as a guy who hasn’t been able to get out from under the shadow of scandal for months, it’s unusual for me to come across someone who hasn’t seen my face, and her face, splashed all over the media.”
“I—”
“And what kind of mother would you be if you didn’t ask?” His words were full of bite, but she could hear the pain beneath them. “I mean, you have to wonder if it’s safe for me to get to know my own daughter.”
A sliver of shame threaded through her. He’d obviously been ripped apart by the press and even after all the damning stuff she read, she had a hard time imagining this man as an abuser. “Look, I’m not even sure why I came out here tonight. We can talk about all this lat—”
“You came because you’re scared. But not for the reason you’ve convinced yourself of. If you were really afraid I would ever hurt Aubrey, you would’ve been hightailing it the other way instead of coming out here to confront me. You’ve had exclusive claim on our daughter for her entire life. I’m a threat to that. Tell me, Carlie Beth, is that why you kept her from me?”
“I didn’t keep her from you,” she insisted. “You make it sound like I hid her away in a cave somewhere and fought you off with sharp sticks.”
“Look, I know I acted like a dick when I came to see you, and I’m sorry for that, but you can’t expect me not to be pissed. You purposefully kept me in the dark.”
“I shouldn’t have to remind you that you were eighteen, just a boy. You wouldn’t have known what to do with a baby.”
“And you, in all your nineteen-year-old wisdom, had it all figured out?” He advanced on her, and she sidestepped, her back still against the wall. But he simply followed, not allowing her an escape route.
“I was twenty by the time she was born.” Like those few months had made her any more ready for a tiny baby.
“I bet you were all round and rosy.” Grif’s focus shifted from her face downward, and his hands came up to span her waist. Carlie Beth’s nipples reacted as if he’d cupped her breasts, immediately going hard and achy. One side of his mouth inched up as his thumbs fanned across her stomach as though he was holding her pregnant belly. “My mom said she craved grapefruit with all her kids.”
Trying to ignoring the little fires his touch was setting under her skin, she said, “I couldn’t get enough caramel popcorn and fried clams.”
Both Grif’s grip and mouth tightened. “I missed everything.”
Although part of her wanted to lash out, push this man away so he couldn’t threaten the safe, comfortable world she’d built for Aubrey and herself, Carlie Beth cupped his flexing jaw. “It wasn’t like we were high-school sweethearts. Technically, we weren’t even dating. It was a one-night—”
“Don’t say stand,” he ordered. “I don’t want Aubrey to think she was made from some trashy fuck.”
The word hit Carlie Beth midchest. “Well, I can’t speak for you, but from my side of things, nothing about it was trashy. Or sordid. But it was only one time.”
“Two times.”
“Fine,” she huffed. “But it was only one night. And Grif, we weren’t in love. We liked one another, sure. But I didn’t think a couple of Natural Lights and a night in your car was a good foundation for a family.”
Something hardened in his eyes. Carlie Beth wouldn’t call it angry or mean. If pressed, she’d have to say it was determined.
Maybe this was the real reason she’d never told him. She’d known he was honorable then. All this animosity coming off him now stemmed from his belief that she hadn’t allowed him to do the right thing. And for a man like him, that was untenable.
How was she supposed to push away a man like that?
Grif slid his hands up her body. He wove his fingers into the hair at her nape and used the other hand to circle her neck, with his thumb in the hollow of her throat. And if she’d thought her heart was racing from fear earlier, now it was a NASCAR contender leading the pack.
“Plenty of marriages have been built on less than what we had. We were attracted to each other. We liked each other.”
“We didn’t know one another.”
“Oh, I would argue I knew you pretty damn well.” His gaze was locked on hers, pulling her in. Pulling her under. “It only took me one time to know how you like to be touched. Where to put my fingers and my mouth to send you tumbling. To make you scream.”
The memories of his hands on her body—in his backseat, on his hood, in Yvonne’s stockroom—rushed over her, and every muscle in her body tightened with inappropriate arousal. He was right. She wanted his fingers between her legs and his mouth on hers. She wanted his body inside hers.
So much that she could feel her body readying itself.
Why him? Why now?
The shame she wanted to feel for having an unexplainable craving for this sexy, complicated man simply wouldn’t surface.
“What do you want, Grif? What are you trying to accomplish by dredging up the past?”
He blew out a breath and glanced away, allowing her to regain a sliver of composure. It wouldn’t be good to let him know just how affected she was by him. Yeah, right. As if she could hide that after their little rendezvous in Yvonne’s storage room.
He damn well knew she was still attracted to him.
“You can’t just breeze into town, let the hey-Aubrey-I’m-your-dear-old-dad cat out of the bag, and think she won’t be hurt when you leave.”
When he turned back, his face was like acid-etched metal in the shadows. “Oh, I’m more than clear on what I want from Aubrey. I want to get to know her better. She’s a beautiful young woman. Smart, with a little attitude.” He leaned in, his lips so close to Carlie Beth’s she could feel his breath feather across them. “The question I don’t have an answer to yet is exactly what I want from you. But it’s something, Carlie Beth, and you’ll know not long after I do.”
God, he’d wanted to kiss her. So damn bad his hands were still clenched into fists as he circled the outside of the building looking to confirm Carlie Beth’s story. If someone had been in or around the complex when she arrived, there was no evidence of it now.
Damn her for shaking up his emotions. Over the past few days, he’d felt more about her, with her, for her than he had about anything in a long damn time. His system was in overdrive—
pinballing from pissed off to protective to turned on.
Yet he hadn’t explained a damn thing about Madison because any time he thought of her, how she’d worked him from the first second she met him, he questioned if he was anything but the hick who’d left North Carolina.
After searching the inside of the building and still finding no one, he had to do something to burn off the adrenaline Carlie Beth had stirred up in him. It was as if he was stuck on the top of a razor-wire fence, with one leg firmly planted on the Los Angeles side and the other dangling on the Steele Ridge side. And all the while, his balls were getting sliced and diced.
Almost literally. His scrotum still ached from being used as Carlie Beth’s punching bag. But damn if he wasn’t proud of the fact that she could hold her own.
Still, Grif’s entire nervous system was on overload—from his bruised balls to the near kiss to the sickness about his mess of a life. Even though Reid would have a shit-fit if he ever found out Grif had done a solo climb, right now he needed to be on that wall so bad. That was the only way he could shove away his conflicting thoughts and feelings about a woman he should hate instead of want.
Fuck it.
He put on his gear and prepped to make a solo climb with a grigri—the only assisted braking device he had here. With a glance at the gloves, he decided he wanted the feel of the handholds under his palms, even if the damn things were fake rocks. If he was lucky, one of them would have a sharp edge and slice him up.
At least then, he’d know he should be feeling pain.
Once he took up the slack in the rope and chalked his hands, he stood in front of the wall, considering his path. Straight up was too easy. But if he started down here on the left and made his way to the right, that would provide not only a longer climb but a tougher challenge.
Exactly what he needed to empty his mind of everything—and everyone—else.
Ignoring the low holds, he jumped and grabbed one a foot above his head. He allowed his body to swing there for a few seconds, savoring the stretch in his lat muscles.
Then slowly, so slowly his biceps jumped with the effort, he pulled himself up as if executing a one-armed chin-up.
Fuck, yeah.
Finally, when that arm was close to rebelling, he arced out and caught a hold with his right foot, distributing his weight more evenly. But now he was stretched at an awkward forty-five-degree angle that didn’t make his next move easy.
Grif torqued his torso and rotated his shoulder to touch a rock above him, his fingers just grazing the lip. Not a lot of security, but when had he ever chosen his moves based on security?
Every two or three moves, he took up the slack, once again pulling his belay tight.
He didn’t try to take the wall fast. In fact, he drew out each move, each overreach, until his muscles screamed for him to change positions. This was what he needed. Intense focus that made everything else a blur.
When he made it within five feet of the top, he paused to consider his final move or two. There were a couple of easy grips that would have him up and over the wall within seconds. But what was the use of taking the easy way out now? He needed to top off this climb with a bold move.
And there it was, a handhold eighteen inches out of his stretch range. Even if he used his toes, it wouldn’t work. If he wanted to make that, he’d have to let go of the wall for a fraction of a second.
Fucking perfect analogy for his life right now, because he sure didn’t have a decent grip on any part of it.
He took up the slack from his top rope and readied his body, positioning himself and giving his muscles strict instructions on what they needed to do to make this move happen.
And then he pushed off, feet and hands free of the wall…until…until…his right hand caught his objective. He gripped, grinning to himself as the rest of his limbs swung free because he’d done it.
Now, all he had to do was reach up and—
His fingers slipped apart, compromising his hold and sending a hell of a cramp into his hand. He stretched out a foot to stabilize himself, but the whole thing went pear-shaped, his fingers sliding off the plastic rock. That was when he remembered his last bold move had increased the amount of slack in his rope.
He tried to catch another handhold as he fell, but the only part of his body that made contact with a grip was his chin. The pain from the impact shot up, into his nose and behind his eyes.
That spun him around. And as his brake jerked his descent to a stop, the back of his head rammed into a protruding grip. Stars? No, as his skull took the brunt, what Grif saw were black spots of doom.
He hung there, eyes closed, just waiting for those black circles to stop expanding and shrinking.
Finally, he was able to pull back the lever on the brake and slowly rappel the wall. His last thought as his feet hit the ground and his knees wigged out on him was I’ll never fucking live this down.



CHAPTER 15
F rom somewhere high above him, Grif heard a guy say, “I fucking told you, you dumbass. If you’re dead, I’m gonna kill you and then tell Mom I warned you.”
“Reid?” Grif croaked, his throat feeling like he’d gargled with kitty litter. And even though he opened his eyes, he couldn’t see much because his silverback of a brother was crouched over him, two fingers pressed to Grif’s carotid artery.
Reid’s face was a portrait of what an artist would probably call Study in Pissed Off. “Did I tell you or did I tell you not to climb that mother-effing wall off belay? And unless whoever was belaying you just happened to wander away after you took a header, I’m damn sure you didn’t listen.”
“Old woman,” Grif said, closing his eyes again.
“Uh-uh. Keep ’em open, asswipe. If there’s anything worse than me walking in here to find that you’ve gone and killed yourself, it’s having you bite it on my watch. For some reason, our mom seems to have a soft spot for you. And I’m not going down for murder.” Holding up three fingers, Reid asked, “How many?”
“Dude, six fingers?” Grif blinked a couple of times, just messing with his brother since he could see those three thick sausages perfectly well. “You’re a freak.”
“Dammit.” Reid scrambled for his phone, jabbing at the screen with his big fingers.
With his right hand, Grif tried to push himself off the floor. Big-ass mistake. His wrist gave out below him—and whomp—down he went again. That’s when he realized his neck and T-shirt were wet with something. If he’d passed out and slobbered all over himself—or God forbid, even worse, pissed himself—Reid wouldn’t have to worry about murder because Grif would just kill himself.
He swiped at his throat and came away with a handful of thick stickiness.
Meanwhile, Reid barked into his phone, “We need an ambulance out at Tupelo Hill.” He glanced up. “Yeah, looks like he took about a twenty-foot fall off a rock climbing wall.”
No way. He wasn’t going to get away with that, so Grif said, “I was almost at the top and my brake held.”
“What?”
“But I had slack in the rope.”
“Fine, the idiot tumbled ten feet.”
“And I don’t need an ambulance.”
“The fuck you don’t,” Reid growled at him. “If Cash Kingston is on shift tonight, make sure he’s in the ambulance…I think he lost consciousness. Not sure how long because he was out when I found him.”
“Didn’t,” Grif mumbled. “Just had my eyes closed.”
“How the hell would you know?” Reid barked at Grif, then said into the phone, “Yeah, I’ll stay on the line.”
“Not my fault,” he told his brother.
“That’s what they all say when the sugar turns to shit,” Reid said. “You think you’re freakin’ invincible and don’t have to climb safe. I tell you what, if this place was mine, you’d not only be on a real belay, I’d have your stupid head in a helmet. You should’ve been wearing protection. Hell, what am I saying? You shouldn’t have been on that wall at all.”
“Carlie Beth was here.”
“Are you saying you were showing off for a girl?”
“I wanted to kiss her.”
Reid snorted. “Looks like you kissed the floor instead.”
Grif smiled and the motion shot an arrow into his frontal lobe. “She left and I was frustrated. Decided to take it out on the wall.”
“I’m not buying the bullshit you’re selling. You came in here ready to climb.”
Guilty.
But he might not have felt the need to do it the hard way if he and Carlie Beth hadn’t had a run-in. “Something’s wrong up there. I grabbed a handhold, but it didn’t feel right, almost like…”
“Don’t tell me it was loose. We spent hours all over that wall double-checking the things. Sure as hell couldn’t trust the shoddy-ass workmanship of the people the city hired.”
“Not loose. Slick.”
“Sonofabitch,” Reid said. “Will you be okay by yourself for a couple of minutes?”
“Yeah.”
“You sure?”
“If you don’t stop hovering, I’m gonna start calling you Britt.”
Reid just glared at him, then hopped to his feet and strode across the room. A second later, light flooded the cavernous room, sending shards of glass into Grif’s eyeballs. He clamped his lids shut, but the brightness still seeped through. God, his brain really had been whacked around like a pinball inside there.
But the whole operation was still working well enough to allow him to picture Carlie Beth, all protective mother and sexy woman rolled into one package. Who in the hell would’ve ever thought Grif Steele would have a psychological hard-on for the mother of a fourteen-year-old daughter.
His fourteen-year-old daughter.
He’d only intended to take a little cross-country drive, get away from the shadow hanging over him for a couple of weeks. How the hell could he have ever imagined he’d roll into his hometown only to be double-whammied with a freaking city job and a family?
Next thing he knew, he’d be sitting in a recliner asking for his pipe and slippers.
What the fuck was he going to do about all this?
Before he could come to a halfway decent conclusion, EMTs swarmed into the building and began giving him the once-over. Peppering him with questions about what happened, checking his pulse and pupils.
“Pulse is one-ten.”
His cousin, Cash, shined a light into his eyes. “Pupils normal and reactive.”
“I’m fine,” he grumbled. But they continued to pester him, checking him over and asking him questions like what month it was and who the president was. “Hell if I wanna discuss politics.”
Cash glanced up at the rock wall. “You fell off that?”
“Not exactly.” He didn’t have the energy to go through it all. And it was obvious they would haul him into the hospital regardless of his story.
“Still, you’re lucky.”
A pair of boots appeared beside Grif’s head, and Grif slowly turned his head to wince up at his brother. “Yeah”—Reid’s gruff voice echoed above him—“he was damn lucky.”
When Carlie Beth returned home and realized that Grif had distracted her like the slick hustler he was, that he hadn’t actually explained about Madison Henry, she immediately went for her emergency stash of white chocolate and Malbec, both wedged into the corner of the over-fridge cabinet. She had a hefty Ghirardelli bar in one hand and her fingers wrapped around the wine bottle neck when something shifted in the darkness behind her.
She spun around and lost her grip on the bottle. It arced away from her in slow motion. Damn, that was going to make a mess. And she needed it badly enough that she’d be tempted to lap it up off the ground.
Aubrey jumped up from the kitchen table and caught the wine just before it crashed to the floor.
The breath whooshed from Carlie Beth’s lungs. “My God, you scared me.” The second time tonight her heart had tried to escape her chest.
“I’m sorry. I was just waiting for you.” Aubrey carefully placed the bottle on the table and eyed the candy bar in Carlie Beth’s hand. “It’s bad if you’re two-fisting it tonight.”
With a boneless movement, Carlie Beth plopped into a chair. “Sometimes it would be nice if I were the adult and you were the kid. You know, totally in the dark about my failings and foibles.”
“Foibles.” Aubrey articulated the word as if it were a mouthful of delicious white chocolate. “I wonder if that can be used as a verb, too. Ladies and gentlemen, the normally graceful Carlie Beth Parrish almost foibled her precious Malbec medicine tonight. And wouldn’t that have been a tragesty?”
All Carlie Beth could do was laugh. Her brilliant daughter had come out of the womb with an affinity for making up words. She’d played with them like some other children had shaped clay or put together Legos.
Aubrey went to the cabinet and withdrew two wineglasses, then eyed the wine. “Don’t guess I could talk you into giving me some of that?”
“Sure you can.”
Her light eyebrows popped up.
And Carlie Beth finished her thought. “When you’re twenty-one.”
“Great, only seven years to go.” She handed over one glass and went to the fridge to pour herself some grape juice. Although she gave her drink a baleful look, she said, “I guess if it’s good enough for the Baptists, it’s good enough for me.”
Thank goodness Carlie Beth hadn’t already taken a drink because she would’ve snorted perfectly good wine out her nose. “Don’t let Miss May hear you say that.”
Settling into the seat across from Carlie Beth, Aubrey moved her own glass from place to place on the table as if she were playing a particularly challenging game of chess. “I’m sorry about what I said to you a few days ago.”
“You mean the asshole comment?”
One side of Aubrey’s mouth lifted in the same way Grif’s had that day in Yvonne’s storeroom, and Carlie Beth was filled with a combination of pain and pride. “Most moms would’ve gone crazy and grounded me for saying something like that.”
“I think we’ve already established I’m not most moms. You’re entitled to your opinion about the situation, and honestly, you weren’t completely wrong. I’m sure I’ve made a lot of wrong choices over the years—in your life and in mine. But I won’t sit here and say I think keeping him out of your life was one of them. Right now, I don’t know if it was or not.”
“I went to see him…Grif.”
Although she already knew, Carlie Beth’s heart shrank to half its normal size. She forced herself to take a casual sip of wine, then said, “So did I.”
“He told me I could call him Dad.”
Forget half-size. Her heart was now trying to figure out if it wanted to run and hide or jump clean out of her chest. “Baby, I don’t want you to get hurt—”
“I’m not a baby. You know that because you’ve never treated me that way a day in my life.”
“But you’ve never had Grif Steele in your life before.”
“So are you saying he is an asshole?”
Carlie Beth winced into her wine. Was it right to warn Aubrey about the man when she had no idea what had truly happened between him and the hotel heiress he’d been accused of abusing? The charges had been dropped. But he’d also dropped the subject when she brought it up. “No, I just don’t want you to make him into Prince Charming. Everyone has faults.” Has secrets. “And this isn’t his home anymore.”
“He’s leaving?” The panic was clear in her daughter’s tone.
Carlie Beth set aside her wine and took Aubrey’s hand. “His life is in Los Angeles. Just because he knows about you now doesn’t change that.”
Aubrey’s face closed up and she snatched her hand away. “What are you really worried about, Mom—that I’ll get attached to him? That he’ll hurt me?” With one motion, she drained her juice and clicked her glass back onto the table. “Or that he’ll hurt you?”
Several hours later, after being poked, prodded, and sutured, Grif was finally taking the stairs—one at a time—to his new second-floor apartment. Reid was on his left side, hovering like he expected him to take another dive.
“You’re starting to piss me off,” he grumbled.
“Welcome to my world,” Reid shot back. “You’ve been doing that to me for years.”
On the landing, Grif angled his body so his brother wouldn’t see his unsteady hand as he inserted his new key and unlocked the door. “I don’t care what the discharge papers said, I don’t need you to stay with me tonight.”
“Not planning to,” Reid said, his voice full of cheer that made suspicion crawl up Grif’s back.
When he pushed open the door, he immediately understood the source of his brother’s peppy mood. Because there in his living room sat big brother Britt. On a couch Grif hadn’t owned when he walked out of the place earlier this evening.
“What the hell?”
“Aw…” Reid mock-sympathized. “You hurt my witty-bitty feelings by saying you didn’t need me.”
Turning his entire torso so his brain wouldn’t go sunny-side up in his head, Grif glared at his brother. “So you sicced Britt on me?”
Britt didn’t budge from from his perch on the ass-ugly green, pink, and yellow couch.
“Where the hell did that thing come from?”
“The thrift shop down the street.”
Grif glanced at his watch. “At ten o’clock at night?”
“It was actually around eight. But that’s the way small towns work, in case you don’t remember. Neighbors and friends are willing to go the extra mile for people.”
“And of all the choices, you picked furniture that looks like Rainbow Brite puked on it?”
“This isn’t LA. I didn’t have a choice of Kobe cowhide or Italian leather. It was either this or a twenty-year-old daybed. Besides, this one is a queen-size fold-out. Important when I’ll be sleeping on it for several nights.”
“Fucking stupid.”
“Keep it up, asshole,” Reid said mildly, “and Britt’ll be your houseguest for a solid month. And we’ll go back to the thrift store to pick up a laminate kitchen table and a 1970s RCA TV.”
Britt had the balls to chuckle. “They actually had one of those. Bet that thing was five hundred pounds.”
Grif rubbed his chin, the stitches bristly under his fingertips and his skin sticky from blood and whatever gel they’d slathered on his skin. Damn, he needed a shower and his bed. “Mom set you up to this, didn’t she?” In fact, he was surprised she wasn’t the one glued to that couch. That was the kind of mother she’d always been—one who sat up and watched over her kids whenever one of them was sick or hurt. It was a freaking miracle the woman had ever slept for more than an hour a night.
Reid’s mocking expression clamped down and went serious in a microsecond. “No. She doesn’t know a damn thing.”
Now it was Grif’s turn to snort. “You do realize she goes to church with the ER triage nurse, don’t you?”
“I asked her to keep this little incident to herself for now.”
“There’s gonna be hell to pay when Mom finds out.”
“Grif, this is serious.”
He shuffled across to the makeshift kitchen he’d set up. The whole thing consisted of a microwave and an oversized dorm fridge, both new from the local discount store. Damn, what he wouldn’t give for his commercial beer chiller right now. Grif stooped to reach into the fridge and grabbed a Two Cocks Roundhead Bitter.
If it wouldn’t have hurt his head, he would’ve chuckled at the irony of his selection.
Before he could reach for the bottle opener, Britt was across the room yanking the beer out of his hands. “Dammit, Grif. I’d expect Jonah or Reid to be idiots about this kind of thing, but not you.”
“Thanks, bro,” Reid said.
“You have a concussion,” Britt said slowly, as if talking to a particularly hard-to-train dog. “Alcohol and head injuries don’t mix.”
Grif let out a long sigh. “Fine, then I’m hitting the shower. You two can fight over that floral monstrosity.” He waved toward the couch. “But if either of you are in my bed when I get out, I’m kicking ass. I don’t care if it gives me a fucking aneurysm.”
“Dammit, don’t blow this off—” Reid started.
Britt grabbed his arm and said, “Let him get cleaned up. I’ll talk with him when he gets out.”
As Grif carefully made his way toward the bathroom, the front door slammed behind him, sending a pain through his head that had him lunging for the toilet.
And if he’d thought that hurt, the dry heaving that came next was complete brain-blinding hell.



CHAPTER 16
I n all honesty, when he woke in the morning, Grif didn’t remember much about the night before other than Britt hauling his ass off the bathroom floor and threatening to take him back to the ER. But he’d somehow had enough wherewithal to wage a decent negotiation, promising he’d go back if he didn’t immediately rouse every time Britt came in to check on him during the night.
He must’ve passed each test because here he was, in his own bed, sunlight peeking around the shades on the windows facing Main Street. And someone had apparently removed the icepicks from his head during the night because he could breathe without feeling like puking or digging himself into a dark hole and never coming out.
But the crusty blood on his chin itched like crazy, and he couldn’t stand the grimy feeling on his skin. And obviously, Britt had allowed a parade of his beloved wildlife into the apartment during the night because Grif would swear a possum had curled up and died in his mouth.
He made his way to the bathroom, grabbed his toothbrush with one hand and used the other to piss for days. Mouth fresher and bladder happier, he eased under the shower, thankful this old building had decent water pressure.
When he’d used up every ounce of hot water, he pulled on a T-shirt and sweats, then made his way to his so-called great room. Britt was up, his blanket and pillow folded and piled neatly on one end of the couch. His attention was zeroed in on a paper in front of him, what looked like some kind of map with symbols for trees and arrows and other stuff.
“I’m surprised you didn’t come in and watch me shower.”
Britt didn’t look up. “Figured if I heard a two-hundred pound crash, I’d check on you.”
“One eighty-five,” he corrected.
A grunt was Britt’s only acknowledgment. To Grif’s annoyance, however, his brother’s ass stayed firmly planted on the sagging cushions of his new-old couch. God, he was gonna burn that damn thing the minute he had the energy to drop it out one of the second-story windows.
For now, he shuffled into his makeshift kitchen and popped a K-cup into his Keurig. If he wasn’t careful, he’d have a fully functioning apartment before he’d realized what had happened.
That made him wonder what Carlie Beth and Aubrey’s kitchen looked like in that tiny house on the edge of town. Had Carlie Beth been able to afford nice appliances or did she make do with secondhand crap? Just thinking about her and Aubrey being forced to get their housewares and appliances at a thrift store or yard sale made his head start throbbing again.
They damn well deserved better than that.
But so far, Carlie Beth hadn’t deposited the check he’d slapped down in front of her like a complete bastard. Hell, she’d probably never seen that much money in her life. Growing up, her family hadn’t been broke, but the Parrishes had been a lot like the Steeles—working class all the way. Which meant living paycheck to paycheck most of the time.
Evie was the only kid his parents had been able to afford to put through college. Even now, his mom insisted on paying the tuition from her monthly retirement check.
And it was already obvious that Aubrey was college material. He’d make damn sure she never had to worry where her next tuition payment was coming from. But somehow, he and Carlie Beth needed to come to a detente so he could convince her to take money from him. He should’ve told her last night that he’d never actually fight her for custody. That had been posturing on his part. And stupid because he knew better than to threaten something he’d never follow through on.
Before Grif’s coffee finished brewing, Britt stacked his papers so the edges were perfectly aligned, then strolled over to the small kitchenette. He rooted around in the fridge and pulled a couple of things from a cabinet.
“Where did that bowl come from?” Grif asked, grabbing his coffee and taking a life-giving swig.
Britt spared him a glance over his shoulder. “Same place the couch did.”
Great. “The whisk and measuring cups too?”
“Yup.”
“Something wrong with the discount store?”
“Why buy new when these are perfectly good?”
“Maybe because someone’s used them already?”
“I washed them.” One of Britt’s shoulders rose and fell as he whisked the hell out of an egg, some flour, and a few other ingredients.
“Where do you plan to cook pancakes?”
“There.” He angled his chin toward the microwave. “And they’re microwave muffins.”
“I’m not five. You don’t have to cook me breakfast. We could’ve walked down the street and grabbed something from the Mad Batter.”
“Reid’s coming by and wanted me to make sure you stayed put.”
And now even the least maternal of all his siblings was getting in on the babysitting action. If Jonah showed up too, with a Disney movie and ice cream in hand, Grif would know he’d hit his head hard enough that the doctor had predicted he’d be dead within the day.
Couple minutes later, the microwave dinged and Britt shoved a hot mug into Grif’s hands along with a fork. “You can eat it straight out of there or dump it on a plate.”
Grif leaned a hip against the counter and dug in. The bite he shoved in his mouth tasted of apples and cinnamon and made him think of Carlie Beth, which woke up a few body parts besides his stomach. “This is actually pretty good,” he said around another mouthful.
Britt just nodded and ate his own breakfast.
They were finishing up when the pounding started on his door, setting off aftershocks in Grif’s head. There was only one person he knew who knocked like King Kong. “Doesn’t Reid remember I had a concussion?”
Sure enough, when Grif opened the door, his brother was standing there, hands on his hips and a scowl on his face. “You look like shit.”
Grif glanced over his brother’s own sartorial splendor of T-shirt and cargo pants. “You’re one to talk.”
“No one invited me to breakfast?”
“I didn’t realize we were doing brunch the morning after I went to the ER.”
Reid’s scowl deepened. “Yeah, that’s actually why I’m here. We need to round up the troops and talk this thing through. Mom and Evie are going to Asheville to shop today, leaving early afternoon, so we have some time to strategize. You and Britt can pick up sandwiches on the way to the Hill.”
“I don’t know if you noticed, but your little brother roped me into a damn job, which is why I have that so-called office setup downstairs, which means I need to get my ass to work.”
“I’m wondering if someone isn’t happy about you taking over as city manager.”
“Exactly what I told Jonah when I discovered someone had carved up Louise.”
Reid shook his head in pained disgust, probably over Louise rather than Grif. “Figured you’d want to know that when I went up to check the handholds last night, they were still secure in the wall.”
“Just say it, I was stupid and reckless to self-belay.” Not the first time and probably wouldn’t be the last.
“Who knows you climb?”
“Anyone who knew me in high school. It wasn’t a secret that I went up to Boone on the weekends.”
“Then we’ve got a hell of a lot of thinking to do, because someone fucked you over.”
“Huh?”
“What do you remember right before you came off the wall?”
“That I grabbed a handhold, but my fingers wouldn’t stay wrapped around it.”
“Anything else?”
“I didn’t have a lot of time to think before I was dangling by my top rope.”
“Well, the last row of grips? Someone had greased them up good before you got up there.”
Carlie Beth had been in the building last night. Would she have…no. It wasn’t worth mentioning to his brothers. Regardless of how pissed she was, if she wanted to hurt him, she’d come at him from the front. And he couldn’t imagine she’d risk someone else climbing that wall and getting banged around.
“Carlie Beth thought she heard someone running down the stairs last night.”
“Then we need her out at the house, too,” Reid said.
“You said the holds were greasy—with what? Maybe that’ll tell us something.”
“Had the consistency of plain old vegetable oil. Which means our perp could be anyone who has three bucks to spend down at Hoffman’s Grocery Store.”
Carlie Beth looked at the old Murchison building’s front door and blew out a breath. She and Grif had accomplished nothing last night. Nothing except confusing her and turning her on so much she’d stood under a cool shower for a quarter hour after finishing all the wine and the entire bar of chocolate.
But when she tapped on the door, no one answered. So she twisted the knob and pushed it open. “Grif?”
The lack of answer made her realize she needed to stop doing this—just showing up unannounced. She looked around to find the old store empty of everything but a bare bones office setup. Maybe Grif was still upstairs in the apartment she’d heard he rented as well.
“Hey there, Carlie Beth.” She swung her focus toward the staircase to find Reid Steele coming down. How a man his size could move so quietly was a mystery. He should’ve made a noise like a buffalo when he walked. “Looking for your baby daddy?”
Oh my God. He had not just called Grif her…her…
He busted out a laugh. “You look like I just knocked you over the head with the butt of a gun.”
“Has anyone ever told you that you’re completely inappropriate?”
“All the time.” He grinned. “I have to say I can’t see what you saw in him. He was a skinny little runt way back then.”
Lean maybe, but even at eighteen Grif had plenty of bulk where it counted. Not that she was about to say that to his brother.
“But I met your daughter and have to admit the two of you did pretty damn good work.”
“Thank you.” For some reason, the backhanded compliment warmed Carlie Beth’s insides. “She’s a great kid.”
Reid’s grin faded. “You realize we all want to get to know her better, right?”
“Yes…but…I…This is all new to me.”
“No, it’s new to us. You’ve known exactly what was what for almost fifteen years now.”
And somehow, that simple statement made her feel smaller and more regretful than ever about this situation. But her daughter came first, always. “I asked Grif about Madison Henry last night.”
Oh, the happy-go-lucky expression on Reid’s face was definitely gone now, and his stance shifted so his weight was on his back foot. On the offensive, ready to fight. “What do you need to know?”
“How much of the story is true.”
“Don’t make assumptions based on gossip and blog posts. Get the truth from Grif.”
“I tried.”
“Try again,” he said, then sighed. “Look, I’ll say one thing. He let her slip one over on him and he prides himself on seeing all the angles, on always having the upper hand. She and that jagoff client of his sideswiped him like he was riding a tricycle on the freeway. Can you imagine how that makes a man like him feel?”
She imagined it made him feel like shit. Embarrassed. Shameful.
Reid reached out, squeezed her shoulder with what felt like affection. “You may not have had a damn thing to do with him for years, but you’ve always been smart. Tell me you actually believe you have a daughter with a man who beats up women. Tell me that, and I won’t press you about letting Aubrey know this family.”
“I don’t believe it. But…this…It’s hard to share her.”
“Mom and Evie are doing a girls’ thing this afternoon, shopping and all that crap. They’d be over the moon if you’d let Aubrey go with them.”
A lump of something she couldn’t quite name lodged itself right behind her breastbone. She wasn’t much of a fashion shopper, but she and Aubrey had always done girl things together. The two of them. The three of them if Aubrey brought along a friend.
But it was time to let Aubrey get to know her family. “I’ll give her a call.”
“Why don’t you tell her they’ll swing by to pick her up on their way out of town? Probably around noon.”
Carlie Beth glanced at her watch. It was almost eleven now. “I’ll let her know.”
Reid wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her in for a bolstering hug. “You won’t regret this, any of it. I promise.” Then he released her and strolled toward the front door, tossing a few final words over his shoulder, “By the way, Grif got a little banged up last night. You might want to go upstairs and check on him.”
“What do you mean—”
The door shut behind him.
Fine, one thing at a time. She dialed Aubrey’s number.
“Hey, Mom.”
“Hey, how would you like to do a little shopping this afternoon?”
“Really?” Aubrey’s voice perked up. “Could we do a mani-pedi? I mean, I know a mani is wasted on you, but—”
“Not with me. How would you like to spend some time with Miss Joan and Evie Steele?”
The silence from the other end of the phone was somehow both expectant and hopeful. Finally, Aubrey said, “Do you mean it?”
“Reid…um…your uncle…said they’d be by to pick you up in about an hour.”
“Oh my God, Mom. I have to hang up now and figure out what to wear!”
“Be sure to text me to let me know when you’ll be home.”
“Sure thing. I love you!”
“Love you too, Aub.”
Carlie Beth slipped her phone into the pocket of her jeans and climbed the stairs. Wondering what the heck Reid meant about Grif getting banged up, she knocked lightly on the apartment door, but when it swung open Britt stood on the other side of the threshold. “Oh, I was looking for—”
“Me?” Grif strolled up behind his brother. Since he’d returned to North Carolina, Carlie Beth had never seen Grif look anything but GQ-groomed. Even last night in his workout clothes, he could’ve just stepped out of an Under Armour ad. But today, his hair was a rumpled mess of golden brown strands, dark half-moons circled below his eyes, and his chin… It looked as if he’d gone a few too many rounds with someone twice his size.
“What happened to you?”
“Concussion,” Britt answered before Grif could. “And he needs more rest.” Britt still hadn’t stepped out of the way, just stood there blocking her entry to the apartment and her access to his brother. Apparently, he wouldn’t forgive and forget as easily as Reid.
Behind his back, Grif rolled his slightly bloodshot eyes. “Dude, you cooked me breakfast. You watched me all night. You’ve done your mother-henly duty, so you can get back to your cabin in the woods now.”
“I told Reid I’d bring you out to the Hill.”
“I bet I can find my way out there.”
“You’re not supposed to operate heavy machinery today. You know what the ER staff said about having slow reactions for a while.”
“I’ll drive him,” Carlie Beth said.
A look of surprise zinged across Grif’s face, then he gave his brother a not-so-subtle shove in the back. “See, it’s all taken care of, so why don’t you go do whatever it is you do.”
“But—” Britt glanced at Carlie Beth, then back at his brother. “Do you think this is smart?”
Grif made a grab for some papers lying on what looked like Hattie Martin’s old couch and shoved them into his brother’s hands. “Get. Out.”
The downturn of Britt’s mouth made his displeasure clear, but he eased around Carlie Beth and into the hallway. “He hit his head hard last night. Concussion, so don’t let him fall asleep on you. He could die.”
“For Jesus’ sake,” Grif said. “I don’t make it a habit to fall asleep in the presence of a beautiful woman.”
Carlie Beth couldn’t help herself. She looked down at her boots, jeans, and years-old button-up shirt. Why hadn’t she thought to dress a little more like a girl this morning? Maybe Grif was being a smartass by saying she was beautiful. There was no way she held a candle to the women he dated out west. Stop. You’re thinking crazy crap. He’s smooth and you know it. He probably calls every woman he meets beautiful. Even Madison Henry.
“Have him out at Tupelo Hill by one,” Britt ordered.
She was half tempted to salute him, but figured that would win either her or Grif some kind of lecture. “Will do.”
Once Britt was gone, Grif shook his head in disgust and waved Carlie Beth inside. “That man needs a life.”
“He just wants to protect you.”
“Maybe he’s forgotten I’ve been managing pretty well on my own since I left home.”
She let that slide even though it was obvious he’d had a hard time managing more than a few things recently. “What happened to your chin?”
“Stupidity on my part. Let’s just say that climbing alone wasn’t a good idea.” He gestured toward a tiny makeshift kitchen. “Want some coffee?”
She shook her head. “Already had my cup”—or three—“for the day. Guess it’s too much to hope that you have a bottle of Cheerwine in that fridge?”
He laughed. “I thought only kids drank something that sweet.”
Lord, how could two people have a child together and know so little about each other’s lives? How could she have hidden the truth from him? How could she have pretended he didn’t have a damn thing to do with her life? With Aubrey’s life?
In her mind, it had made things so much simpler. But she’d been fooling herself.
She wandered around the nearly empty space, wishing Grif had some knickknacks she could pick up and play with to calm herself. To make this easier.
He popped a pod into the coffeemaker and while it did its thing, he took a bottle of fancy fizzy water from his fridge. “This okay?”
“Sure.”
Once his coffee was ready, he gestured toward the couch with his cup. “I’d ask you to sit down, but I’m not sure where the hell that thing has been.”
“At 1217 Sweet Gum Street.”
“Huh?”
“It was Mrs. Martin’s.”
His laugh was low and so sexy it traveled through Carlie Beth’s body, setting all her already shot cells into vibration mode. “Well, guess I don’t have to worry about the state of the foldout mattress then. Normally you don’t know who’s done what on those things.”
Carlie Beth couldn’t hold back her smile. “I don’t know. There was a rumor going around for a while that she and Mr. Martin were swingers.”
Grif visibly cringed. “Of all the things I didn’t need to know. That is one of the prime reasons I can’t live in a small town anymore.”
And that killed the ember of hope that had started to kindle inside her, hope that he might still have some affection for this town, but it was clear he thought it was beneath him. Which meant she and Aubrey were, too. She set her unopened water back on the countertop. “Do you hate your hometown so much?”
His chin and eyebrows rose at that. “I don’t hate it.”
“Maybe hate isn’t the right word.” She mulled it over for a moment. “Disdain might be better. You show up once or twice a year, always sporting clothes and a haircut that would cost most people around here several months’ salary.”
“When did being financially successful become a crime?”
“I’m not saying that. But the way you dress, the way you walk, the way you talk… It makes it clear you couldn’t shake the North Carolina dirt off your feet fast enough.”
“I wanted something…”
“Better?”
“Different.”
“And did you find it?”
“You don’t care about that. What you really want to know is whether or not I beat the shit out of Madison Henry and dumped her on the side of the 405.”
“I asked you to tell me last night, but you avoided the topic.”
“Do you have any idea what it feels like to be accused of that kind of brutality?” He paced around the mostly empty room, stopping to stare blankly at the couch. “To have people—not just random people, but clients and friends—believe you’re capable of punching a woman in the stomach, in the kidneys, in the face?”
“Why did she lie?”
He swung around and pinned her with an intense look. “How do you know she did?”
Because she was thinking rationally now. “Because although I was stupid enough to go out with an asshole like Roy Darden once, I don’t have a history of getting involved with abusive men.”
Grif dropped down on the couch and leaned his head back. No way would she remind him that he’d wanted nothing to do with the piece of furniture. “I met her at a club called Fair Game. Pretty popular place with beautiful women, most of them sports groupies.”
Carlie Beth held her breath, afraid to move or reach for her water for fear he’d stop talking. Shut her out.
“So it’s not a place I normally pick up women.” His chuckle was low and rough, as though his vocal cords had been scuffed with a rasp. “Hell, I’m rarely the one doing the picking up.”
Of course he wasn’t. A man who looked like him—slick, handsome, successful—would have women elbowing each other out of the way to get his attention.
“But Madison was different. Cool and calm instead of eager. Once I found out her name, I understood. Since her family owns the Henry hotel empire, she wasn’t there looking for money or fame. The way she talked, I thought she was a true sports fan. You’d be surprised the number of people who don’t know a sweep from a bootleg. We talked all night and she never once looked around as if she was trying to scope out better prey.”
“And you were flattered.”
“She had me hooked. And before long, we were dating. Looking back, I saw how she made certain our pictures ended up on all the celebrity blogs and let everyone know we were exclusive.”
“She was setting you up from the start.” And that must’ve eaten at him like acid afterward.
“You know what they say about hindsight,” he said, his focus on the blank wall across from him. “Of course, I took her to parties at my clients’ houses and other events.”
“Is that how she met Andre Campbell? Couldn’t she have gotten an introduction some other way?”
When he turned his head to look at her, his eyes were bleak. “Of course, but then she wouldn’t have had a scapegoat, now, would she?”
“How could she possibly know she’d need one?”
“Apparently this wasn’t the first time she went looking for a guy to kick her around. The Henry family was able to keep it quiet for a long time, but she has a history of hooking up with abusive men. They say if there’s one victim and one abuser in a crowd of a thousand, they’ll find one another. She knew what Andre was. She wanted him, targeted him just like she did me.”
Risking the ick factor, Carlie Beth lowered herself to the cushion beside him. “What bothers you more—that you didn’t see her for what she was or that your client was that kind of man?”
“Both.”
“Have you ever hit a woman or child, Grif?”
“Goddammit, have you heard a word I’ve been saying?” He twisted and loomed over her, but she didn’t flinch.
“Every single one.”
“Then why would you…” Lowering his head, he bracketed his forehead between his fingers and thumb. “Because you were trying to prove a point. What are you really asking me?”
“I have to know if you’re going to break my daughter’s heart because of me. Because you think I’m just like Madison Henry—a manipulative bitch.”



CHAPTER 17
A lthough Grif was grateful that Carlie Beth believed him, believed he’d been a victim, regret and shame mixed into a toxic brew in his stomach. As much as he wanted to reassure her that he’d never do anything to hurt Aubrey, even he knew that was a hollow promise. No way in hell would he ever raise a violent hand, but it seemed that loving someone, being loved by someone, was a fast-track to hurting one another. His parents’ marriage was a testament to that.
“Did you fuck me over fifteen years ago? Did you mean to get pregnant that night?”
“Of course not.”
“Then why would you think I’d blame Aubrey for something she had nothing to do with?”
“Sometimes people do. And I can’t handle the thought of her becoming attached to you and then being hurt when you leave.”
“Have I done something to make you think I play with people and then walk away? That’s not what I did with you, so if you’ve somehow rewritten history and made me out as the bad guy, you need to revise your notes.”
“Aubrey’s whole world is right here in Steele Ridge. And you threatened to take her away.”
“I was pissed off.” Unable to help himself, he reached out and twirled a section of her hair around his finger. The golden-red strands were soft and silky against his skin. The scent that rose up was obviously the same shampoo Aubrey used, but on Carlie Beth, the fruity fragrance seemed seductive. Seemed to beckon him to sin.
With her.
“As a parent, you can’t go off half-cocked. Throwing out ultimatums because you’re mad or hurt.”
“I haven’t had a lot of practice,” he said mildly.
“Don’t you dare turn this around on me. Aubrey needs to know who she can trust. Who she can count on.”
His grip tightened slightly. “And you think she can’t count on me because I don’t live two blocks down the street from her? Here’s the deal…Right now I do live just a few blocks away. Why can’t that be enough?”
“Because when you go back to LA, she’ll be devastated.” Carlie Beth jumped up from the couch, pulling her beautiful hair from his grasp. Her top teeth anchored her bottom lip, and she rubbed her hands down her thighs. Grif had a strange feeling they weren’t actually talking about their daughter anymore.
Maybe the thing he’d been avoiding—his bone-deep attraction for this woman—was exactly what they needed to test out. Because the way things were now, they were constantly dancing around one another without a true understanding of where they stood. What they were to one another.
And since Grif had no intention of being excluded from his daughter’s life a second time even though he knew squat about being a father, he needed to understand what he and Carlie Beth would be to one another.
Friendly acquaintances?
Occasional friends?
Civil parents?
Passionate lovers?
His heart hitched at that thought.
“I have no intention of abandoning anyone or breaking anyone’s heart.” Carlie Beth started to speak, but he held up a hand and continued. “I’m sorry I lost control the other day. I treated you like the enemy. I backed you into a corner, which meant you had no other move but to come out swinging. But it’s time for us to be on the same side.”
“What if I’m not done fighting? If I’m not ready to forgive you?” Her pursed mouth was more challenge than he could resist.
“I think you need to ask yourself why you’re really fighting,” he said softly as he stood and advanced on her. “Because you think I’m going to hurt Aubrey or because I’m a threat to you?”
“This isn’t about you and me—”
“Carlie Beth, I’d be lying if I said I knew what the future looks like. Right now, I can’t see past getting to know my daughter and getting this town back on its feet. But until I do both of those things to my satisfaction, I won’t be away from Steele Ridge for more than two weeks at a time. Because I’m a man not easily satisfied.”
He was damn gratified to see her swallow, which shifted his attention to the pulse jumping in the hollow of her throat. Somehow, she’d caught a hint of his thoughts, knew exactly where this was going.
Although he was still questioning his own sanity, with a slow deliberate movement, he slid a hand around the back of her neck under the heavy weight of her sexy hair and rested his thumb over that fluttering vein. “Did you hear what I said?”
“If I accept your…your apology, will you stop touching me?”
“You can’t deny the attraction between us.”
“This isn’t why I came over here,” she said, her voice breathy. “Now that I understand what happened between you and Madison Henry, I can—”
Stroke.
Her skin—warm and supple—felt like heaven.
“Are…are you listening to me?”
Stroke.
God, he wanted to put his mouth right there.
“This isn’t about us. It’s about—”
Yank.
He pulled her to him and covered her mouth. And if he’d thought her skin felt like heaven, it was a pale comparison to her mouth. Hot, sweet temptation. She tasted of sweet cherry and something undefinable. He wanted to eat her up, just swallow her whole.
But he didn’t want to go down this road alone.
Sliding his tongue into her mouth, he angled his head for better access to her sweetness. Oh, yeah. Now they were getting somewhere because she was kissing him back, gliding her tongue along his.
He grabbed her waist and went in deeper, as if he could get inside her body, her mind, her very soul, through this tangle of tongues. But his newly patched-up chin had other ideas, throbbing from the pressure, and he groaned. Five days he had to live with these damn stitches.
Carlie Beth pushed against his shoulder. “Grif? This is hurting you, isn’t it?”
What was hurting worse was the growing pressure below the waistband of his sweatpants. So instead of answering her, he just pressed a line of kisses along her jawline and up to her ear. With a flick of his tongue, he played with her lobe and felt her shudder. When he caught it between his teeth, she wasn’t pushing anymore, but was holding on to his shoulders as if she’d fall otherwise.
But she was right. He wasn’t in any shape to do this up against a wall. He’d be damned if he would chance his legs giving out on him at a particularly critical time and landing them in a heap on the floor. So he released her ear and said, “Come to bed with me.”
“This…I…We…shouldn’t.”
“You said you believed me.”
“And I do. But that doesn’t mean I’ll have sex with you.”
He tilted her face up and looked into her soft brown eyes. She couldn’t deny she was turned on as hell because her pupils were blown and with every breath she took, her hard little nipples grazed his chest.
“Are you seeing someone?” God, that possibility should’ve probably occurred to him after that run-in with Roy Darden. Grif’s body went into fight-or-flight overdrive with the need to whip the ass of any man standing between him and this woman.
“No, but—”
Relief and possessiveness crashed through him.
“—it’s not that simple between us.”
He took her hand, pressed a hot kiss to the center of her palm. “Right now, it’s about as simple as it gets. One man and one woman with the same need.”
“With more to think about than themselves.”
“Maybe that’s the exact reason we should do this.”
A surprised laugh popped out of her. “What?”
He trailed a fingertip over her cheek, under her bottom lip, down her chin, to the fragile bumps of her breastbone, revealed by the open collar of her shirt. “We need to figure out what’s between us. Because our lives are connected, will always be connected. When two people have a child together, their lives are forever intertwined.”
“Aubrey will grow up.”
“What about graduation? Wedding? Babies?”
Carlie Beth’s hand went to her throat. “Did you really just make us grandparents?”
Yeah, it would be pretty damn funny if it weren’t actually coming, sometime down the road. And to a man who hadn’t known he was a parent a few days ago. “The point is that I plan to be a part of Aubrey’s life from now on. You and I will inevitably see one another even after she’s a grown woman.”
“And somehow that led you to the idea that we should have sex?”
God, she made him smile. He eased her hand away from her throat and laced his fingers with hers. “Can you honestly tell me you don’t want me as much as I want you?”
“I don’t…want…” But her tongue touched the corner of her lips, completely giving her away.
“Oh, you want,” he said. “You just don’t think you should.”
When she didn’t protest, he led her toward the door to his bedroom. Carlie Beth stepped inside the room and paused, taking in the big bed with new sheets and a particleboard table covered by a lamp and a stack of books. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested.” The words rushed out of her as if they had a life of their own.
With a gentle tug, he drew her into his arms. “Shortcake, we’re both adults. You don’t have to rationalize this.”
The breath she blew out skimmed over his biceps and heated the skin there. Somehow she made the most normal things sexy. “Weren’t we just fighting? And I don’t make a habit of this. It’s hard to have much of a love life when you’re a single parent.”
“I would say I’m sorry, because you deserve someone to take care of you, but right now? I’m not sorry you don’t have a man in your bed.” He wanted to be the only man stretching out next to her, lying on top of her, pushing inside her.
Sunlight flirted around the edges of the window shades, just enough to illuminate the room without flipping on the light switch. Perfect for making love.
Perfect for making love with Carlie Beth.
Grif framed her face with his hands and brushed her lips with his. Slow, easy, sweet. Because before he was done with her he’d also give her fast, hard, and dirty.



CHAPTER 18
Her breath already short, Carlie Beth turned her face away from his kiss and blinked, trying to orient herself. She was actually in Grif Steele’s bedroom looking at what appeared to be a multi-thousand-dollar bed. But there was no tablecloth on the pressboard side table and no curtains softened the tall windows with waist-high sills and roll-down shades.
And she was standing here thinking about sex. It wasn’t even noon and she was considering having sex with Grif. Seriously considering it.
Was she crazy? Or just lonely? She was a thirty-four-year-old mom, but Grif made her feel like a teenage girl who’d been talked into the backseat of her prom date’s car. Breathless. Unsure. Giddy. Greedy.
“You’re right,” she said. “I want you. But this is just between you and me. So if you’re trying to use sex to get what you want with Aub—”
He cut her off with a kiss, completely carnal and slightly brutal. The combination pared her world down to one second. One man.
Grif’s hands were suddenly busy working on her shirt buttons while he consumed her with his kiss. Before she knew what was what, he had her shirt off one arm and hanging around her other wrist and she realized she’d worn her most comfy undershirt—a white cami with a ripped hem and little stains where she’d spilled some ketchup.
Oh, God.
She sucked at seduction.
Grif’s hands stilled. “You froze up on me. If you’re scared—”
“No, I’m just horrible at this.”
He slipped his hands around her waist, caressing the subtle curve there. “From my perspective, you’re damn good at it. But if it’s not what you want—”
“Where do the women you date in LA buy their underwear?”
His eyes closed and his face took on a pained expression. “This is bad. Bad bed etiquette to talk about other women.”
“Not if the woman brings up the topic.”
“It’s especially bad then.”
“Just answer the question. Where do they buy their bras and panties?”
“I don’t usually ask.”
“Probably at little boutiques with a single set hanging on each beautiful rack.” He snuffled at that, and she had to laugh as well. “Not that kind of rack. The underwear I’m wearing? I bought it at the local dollar store, and it was crammed between a hundred other pairs of plain cotton bras and panties.”
“If it reassures you any, I’m mainly interested in what’s inside them.”
But she still wondered if she was just someone to soothe his bruised ego. A diversion, someone to play with while he was getting back on his emotional feet.
So what? You’re a grown-ass woman. Maybe he’s just someone for you to play with.
Carlie Beth shook out her arms like a boxer and exhaled. “You’re right. Okay, I’m ready.”
His laugh was sharp. “You look like you’re about to climb into a ring. I don’t want you to have to psych yourself out for this.”
No, no, no. He couldn’t back off now. If he did, she’d be forced to go home and dig through the junk drawer for all her stray C batteries.
She needed this.
She deserved this.
So she reached for his hand and placed it over her pounding heart. “I’m just out of practice.”
That earned her a smile, a slow and seductive transformation of his face, making her heart sputter and stall. What would it feel like to be on the receiving end of that smile every day?
Don’t do that. There are no expectations here.
“Well, why don’t we see what we can do about that?”
He might be fighting the fact that his hometown needed him, but at his very center, he was a giver, a caretaker, although he’d deny it if she said so aloud.
He started to pull her toward him, but she went up on her toes and kissed him, pouring pieces of herself into it that she didn’t even know needed to be released. She slid her hands under his T-shirt, savoring the feel of his warm skin, the ridges of muscle, the soft line of hair below his navel.
To hell with worrying about her underwear. Once they were both naked, who cared? She shoved at his shirt, grazing his nipples in the process. She wanted to lick them, lick him.
“Carlie Beth, honey, we’re not in any hurry.”
“Britt said one o’clock.”
“My brothers can wait.”
“What if I can’t? I want you out of your clothes.”
Grif blew out a breath. “How about one thing at a time?” With gentle hands, he reached for the hem of her tank top and slowly eased it up her torso and over her head. She had to fight not to cross her arms over the cotton bra a preteen girl might wear, but she won the battle, pulling back her shoulders as if she was proud of the meager portion she’d been given.
One side of Grif’s mouth swooped up and he bent to press a hot kiss between her breasts. “I like the flower,” he said against the fabric.
She glanced down. Oh, God. She really had worn a little girl’s underwear embellished with a tiny yellow-centered pink daisy. She’d accidentally pulled on one of Aubrey’s bras. Heat burned in Carlie Beth’s cheeks, but she wasn’t about to let embarrassment derail her now. “It’s your turn.”
He crossed his arms and grabbed his own shirt. When he would’ve yanked it up in a violent movement, Carlie Beth slowed him and stretched the neckline so it wouldn’t graze his chin as he pulled it over his head.
And oh, Grif Steele was just as much a golden boy as he’d ever been. The hair on his chest and stomach was shades lighter than on his head, and it glinted like old gold in the muted sunlight. His skin had a healthy California tan. Oh yeah, she wanted her hands all over that landscape.
Suddenly impatient, she kicked off her boots and reached for the button on her jeans. “Ditch the sweats.”
“Uh-uh,” he said, swatting her hands away from her waistband. He toyed with the button, fanning his thumb along the sensitive skin of her belly in the process, making the muscles underneath quiver. Just that light touch had the space between her legs aching.
“Please.”
“Please what?”
“Please stop with the teasing.”
He leaned into her and pressed a kiss to the side of her neck. “Haven’t you ever heard anticipation is more than half the fun?”
“You really think this is better than being naked?”
His hand jerked on her pants, and praise God, the button slipped free. Before he could stop her, she slid her zipper down and pushed the denim over her hips. Because the faster she got out of these things, the faster Grif would shed his own pants.
Grif took over, crouching to ease the fabric down her legs, placing him at eye level with her pink cotton panties. His voice was rough when he said, “Step out.”
She braced a hand on his shoulder and shook off one leg. He didn’t bother with the other, just grabbed her around the ankle and widened her stance.
“Oh, you are most definitely a girl, Carlie Beth Parrish.” The pure male satisfaction in his words sent another wave of arousal through her system, and it came to shore directly between her thighs, lapping at her and making her wet. Grif’s hands remained anchored on her legs, but he leaned in and studied the strip of fabric that covered her.
His breath penetrated the thin barrier, warming her skin, heating her blood until it was all she could hear in her head.
When his tongue darted out and precisely flicked her clitoris, her knees were taken completely by surprise. But she wanted more. He stroked her again through the cotton. The desire for him to rip it aside and plunge his tongue inside her shuddered through her, and her grip tightened reflexively on his shoulder.
“You want more?”
“God, yes.”
To her everlasting disappointment, he didn’t shove down her panties and slide his talented tongue over her. Instead, he stood, so close that the head of his penis nudged against her clit before coming to rest heavily against her stomach.
“Then we’re going to have a lesson.”
“What?”
“Well, you seem to have some strange idea that you’re not very feminine.” He smoothed a thumb across her lips, and she bit down on the tip, making him groan low in his throat. “And even though you’re trying to distract me, we’re going to show you exactly how wrong you are.”
“I didn’t—”
“Didn’t what? Didn’t mean it? You’re the kind of woman who says exactly what she means.” Grif glanced around the room. “Damn, I wish I had a mirror. Hmm, we’ll have to do this a different way.” He took her hand and led her to the middle of the room.
“You have a perfectly good bed.”
“It won’t work for this.” He turned her away from him and released the clasp on her bra. “Take off your panties.”
She reached for them, and his heat shifted away. She looked over her shoulder to see him shove down his sweats and reveal his cock, hard and flushed and pointing directly north. Oh, it had been a little too long since she’d set eyes on one of those bad boys.
Definitely too long since she’d seen Grif’s.
She also wanted to trace the sexy hawk-shaped birthmark on his thigh. With her fingers. Her tongue.
But he paid no attention to his erection, just nodded at her, reminding her she was still wearing clothes. So she shed the scrap of fabric and kicked it away. She started to reach for him, but he caught her hands, twirled her around and pressed his very impressive front against her back. He lifted her hands over her head and led her fingers over her hair.
“You have the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen,” he said, his voice husky. “Feel it.”
The stands were silky and sensual beneath her fingertips. A totally different experience from when she quickly brushed it out in the morning and pulled it back in a ponytail or corralled it into a braid. Grif pushed the mass over her shoulder so it hung across her right breast.
“Run your fingers through it.”
She did as he asked, raking through the strands and letting them fall against her skin. When he kissed the spot at the top of her spine, her body buzzed with the decadent sensation, sending shocks of awareness to all her already aware spots.
He took control of her hands again, drawing them from her hair to splay across her chest and collarbone. Her skin was pale—dotted with tiny freckles—against his darker hands. If he would just shift his hold down a few inches…
As if he’d heard her needy request, he moved her hands, skimming them over her breasts and teasing her tender nipples. “Grif, I—”
“Touch yourself like you mean it. You don’t appreciate your own body.”
She did. It got her where she needed to go. Was strong and healthy. But she didn’t pamper it, linger over it.
He manipulated her fingers until she held a nipple between each thumb and forefinger, forcing her to squeeze and release until she almost screamed from the pressure it was building between her legs. She rubbed them together, felt her slick response on her inner thighs.
“So pretty and pink,” he said, his voice husky and sincere. “I’m going to suck them while I fuck you.”
She wobbled at his declaration, but he tightened his arms around her and adjusted her hold so she cupped her small breasts in her palms and stroked her nipples with her thumbs. The erotic sensation of touching her own body was both slightly unfamiliar and overwhelmingly sensual.
Too soon, he swept her hands away from her breasts and used them to trace the curve of her waist. “Does that feel like a woman to you?”
God, she was so turned on she was trembling from it.
“Soft skin, perfect curves.” Under his direction, her palm smoothed over her stomach, flirted with the indentation of her belly button. Her pinkie trailed over her hip bone and came to rest in the red hair at the apex of her thighs, making her clitoris throb in anticipation.
Once he’d helped her explore the soft skin of her belly, he drew her hands back to her hips, coaxed them down and back so she covered her own ass cheeks. But he wasn’t satisfied with that. He made sure her fingertips edged between them, teasing and tempting.
Near her ear, he said, “Would you let me bend you over right now? Let me slide into you from behind?”
She was shaking so hard, she wasn’t sure she could stay upright. Her legs would give out, and she’d be on her hands and knees on the floor. He would cover her, push into her… “Yes,” she breathed, using one hand to grab his thigh and steady herself.
But he didn’t bend her at the waist. He led her other hand back to the front of her body, positioning her middle finger directly over her clitoris.
“If you keep holding your breath, you’ll pass out.”
Air burst from her on a laugh.
“Better.” As a reward, she supposed, he pushed her finger into her folds. “Close your eyes.”
She did as he asked and rested her head back on his shoulder, almost able to hear his smile.
“Now, touch yourself and tell me what you feel.” His hands retreated back to her waist, and Carlie Beth was all alone with the most private, most intimate part of her body.
She used her finger to circle her clitoris, absorbing the sensation. “It’s small. And hard. Like a little BB.”
“Packs more punch.”
She varied her motion—side to side, up and down, around and around—until her breath was coming hard and choppy.
Grif’s hands clamped down on her waist. “You’re not finished.”
“Almost,” she gasped.
“Push your finger inside your body.”
“But—”
“Do it.”
She reluctantly abandoned the source of her shaky knees and moved her hand lower. Wet, so wet and hot. How could her body be so hot and not burn up? Slowly torturing herself, she eased her finger inside her body, her muscles clenching.
“How does that feel?”
“Um…”
Grif’s hold shifted from her waist and slid up her arms, and over her shoulders. “Do you know how sexy it is to watch you touch yourself? Explore and enjoy every feminine part of your body?” He grabbed a handful of her hair and bent her neck to the side to kiss it. “Your hair.” With his free hand, he cupped her breast and pinched her nipple. “Your breasts.” Too soon, his hold moved away, but it landed on her rear. “Your ass.” Then he covered her hand with his, pushing her finger deeper. “Your pretty pussy.”
She moaned and ground the heel of her palm against her clit, seeking relief.
“I want you to tell me what you are.”
She shook her head, unsure of what he was asking.
“Say ‘I’m a strong…’”
“This is silly—”
With a quick move, he pulled her hands away from her body, holding them parallel with the floor. “Say ‘I’m a strong…’”
“I’m a strong…”
“Beautiful…”
Although it made her shrink a little, she said, “Beautiful…”
“Sexy…”
“Sexy…”
“Woman.”
“Fine, I’m a strong, beautiful, sexy woman!”
“One who now deserves a reward.” As if she weighed a single pound, he took her by the waist and lifted her to sit on the high window ledge. “Spread your legs.”
“I’m in front of a window.”
“Shade’s down.” He walked across the room and snagged a box from the top of neat pile. He withdrew a condom and placed the rest of the box near her hip.
Carlie Beth couldn’t help herself. When he rolled the latex over his erection, her tongue touched her top lip. Grif glanced up and caught her at it. “Thinking about something?”
“I want that.”
“That’s handy because I plan for you to have it.”
“Between my lips.”
Grif stumbled a little, reached out and caught himself on the window frame, and she laughed in delight. Mr. Seduction wasn’t immune, and that made her a very happy girl. Then his mouth transformed into a wicked smile and he grabbed her by the hips, pulling her to the edge of the window ledge. “Not today, Shortcake.”
Before she could prepare herself, he braced himself on either side of her hips and lowered his head between her legs.
OhGodOhGodOhGod.
It had been so long since she’d had a man’s mouth this close to her happy parts, she couldn’t even remember the last time. Now, Grif’s labored breath was hot against her inner thighs.
She had to fight the need to squeeze her legs together to get him closer. She squirmed on the cool window casing.
His touch, when it came, was a leisurely lick with a brain-blasting tongue curl at the end. And she knew her chances for survival were in the single digits.
But, oh, what a way to go.
Grif repeated that little technique a few more times, and Carlie Beth didn’t realize she’d buried her hands in his hair and was pulling the hell out of it until he paused and said, “Palms on the windowsill.”
“Huh?”
He reached up and untangled her fingers, then moved her hands to a safer position near her hips. She shifted for better balance, and he hummed his approval because her movement had pulled her shoulders back, making her boobs look as if she actually had something.
When Grif returned to his previously scheduled program, he pushed her knees wide, opened her as far as her position would allow. Then his tongue became BFFs with her clitoris, playing with the sensitive nerve endings there until Carlie Beth thought her bones would simply disappear. As delicious as his attention was, it wasn’t quite enough, keeping her right on the edge.
She moaned her frustration.
“Need a little more?”
Crap. She didn’t want him to think she didn’t like what he was doing. “Um…”
“Because I’ll give you anything you want.”
His words arrowed directly into Carlie Beth’s chest. Anything? How could he do that when she didn’t know what the hell she wanted from him?
But before she could form some type of coherent response, he pressed two fingers against the very heart of her. He slid them inside her, what felt like one stingy millimeter at a time. Hooking his fingers, he touched the spot that made her come unglued.
“Oh, yessss.”
Then his thumb teased her clit while his fingers worked some incredible sexual magic. It didn’t take long. Probably less than a minute if Carlie Beth had the brain cells to clock it. A few pushes, strokes, and circles, and her body simply gave over to him. Her orgasm was a pulsing, shaking, whole-body affair as she rode his fingers, her hips pumping against his hand.
She had absolutely no shame, no sense of propriety at that moment. All she wanted was for the feeling to go on. Forever.
Grif didn’t allow her brain and body to become one again. As soon as her orgasm began to wane, he covered her mouth with his and pushed inside her body.
And oh Lord, if his fingers had felt like heaven, this was…was…whatever was above heaven. He braced her ass with one big hand and proceeded to screw her silly.
Long, hard strokes while he took their kiss to a wild tempo. Tongues and teeth and lips in a wild mash of desperation. He covered her breast and played with her nipple, never breaking stride in either of his other pursuits.
At eighteen, he’d been a sweet and fun lover. Now, he was completely devastating, able to keep her on the edge of sanity from his touch all over her body. Her heart running a hundred-yard dash, she plunged her fingers into his hair, holding him close as she met him kiss for kiss.
When was the last time she’d felt so…so…much?
He gave her breast one last thorough caress, then reached between their bodies to lavish slick attention to her clitoris again. Up and down until she was lightheaded and panting for breath.
Between the slide of his tongue along hers, the slide of him inside her, and the glide of his fingers between her legs, the pressure built. A sweet intensity that seemed to make her pounding heart swell, doubling its size.
Unable to control her response, she took their kiss to the next level, nipping at his lips in desperation. He palmed the back of her head and met her challenge.
Within seconds, another orgasm began to ripple through her, like a tide that could never be stopped, too powerful, too elemental to let a mere woman get in its way.
Grif thrust into her with a wild intensity, his rhythm finally hitching. Then he thrust and held, groaning through his own climax. He leaned his forehead against hers, his chest expanding and releasing rapidly as he worked to catch his breath.
Carlie Beth slid her hands from his hair down to his shoulders, savoring the sheen of sweat glistening on his muscles. Although he’d seduced her, he’d been just as affected by what they’d done.
At least physically.
“That was…”
“Yeah, it was all that and about a hundred times more.” His smile was endearingly crooked. “And Shortcake, if you’re still worried about not being much of a girl after that, I’m not sure I can help you. Because I think you’re one hell of a woman.”



CHAPTER 19
Before the sweat even began to dry on their skin, Carlie Beth was fidgeting in Grif’s arms as though she were locked in a carnival ride she no longer wanted to take a spin on. Dammit. He wanted to knock his head against the wood trim. Although it had seemed like a good idea in his lust-inspired fog, he was now having second thoughts about his decision to nail her on a windowsill in an apartment bare not only of furniture but sophistication.
Just because he was living in less-than-optimal conditions didn’t mean she should be subjected to them. How many times could he be a dick to this woman?
“Carlie Beth, I’m—”
“Oh my God. You’re about to say something that’s going to piss me off, aren’t you?” She shoved at his shoulder and swung her knee over, almost neutering him in the process. He tried to grab her by the waist, but his phone rang from the bedside table, distracting him. Carlie Beth swerved left and in her scramble to escape him, she bumped the window shade, somehow triggering the damn thing to pull and release. As she hopped down from the ledge and ran for the bedroom door, the piece of fabric that had been shielding them from Main Street rolled up with a reverberating snap, and quite literally left Grif standing there with his dick out.
Although he quickly sidestepped, he wasn’t fast enough. From her viewpoint on the opposite side of the street, Mrs. Martin, former owner of his skeevy couch, gave him a toothy smile and a coy wave.
Jesus.
Ignoring his still ringing phone, Grif reached up and yanked the damn shade down three times before it finally caught. Whoever invented those piece-of-shit mechanisms should be taken out and shot.
While he did battle, trying to preserve their privacy, Carlie Beth had hauled ass across the hallway to his less-than-elegant bathroom. This was a complete mess. He’d planned to do a few upgrades before he invited a woman over.
Okay, not just any woman. Carlie Beth.
While she did all her washing and flushing and whatever, Grif snatched up his sweatpants and shoved his legs into them. Because something told him Carlie Beth wouldn’t come out smiling.
You’re a smooth one, Steele. Had he been about to tell her he was sorry?
Yeah, he had, but not for the reason she probably thought.
He dropped down on the side of his bed and shoved his hands into his hair, jarring his already tender head. Holy fuck. That was a mistake. He breathed through the dull pain and tried to think.
What just happened here?
He and Carlie Beth had mind-altering sex. No doubt he’d expected it to be good because even after all these years, he’d remembered how she felt in his arms. But it had rocked him in a way he hadn’t expected. In a way that made him feel uncomfortably vulnerable, a place he never wanted to be again.
Still, he blew out a breath and walked across the hall to tap on the bathroom door. “Carlie Beth, you all right?”
“Dandy,” she shot back. “Except I seem to be missing my clothes.”
She wasn’t missing them. They were exactly where she’d left them, lying in a sexy mess on his floor. “They haven’t moved.”
“I need them.”
“Okay.” But he simply stood there, letting the silence stretch out. And out. And out.
He’d wait for as long as it took.
“Grif?” she finally said.
“Yep?”
“Do you have my clothes?”
“Nope.”
“What?”
“If you want your clothes, you’re going to damn well stop acting like a sixteen-year-old virgin and get your ass out of my bathroom.”
The sound from the other side of the door was a combo laugh and snort. “I thought you were supposed to be the classy brother.”
“Even classy guys don’t like to be pushed.”
“I’m pushin’ you?” Her voice held the drawling disbelief only a Southern woman could pull off, and it made him grin. God, he lov—
Whoa.
Whoa, whoa, whoa. Grif squeezed his eyes closed to get a grip on what he’d almost thought about this woman. He liked her. He wanted her. He fucking admired her.
There was a lot to admire—her ability to make beautiful art, her resilience and determination, her dedication to being a great mom to Aubrey.
But he was absolutely not back in his hometown to fall in love. Hell, he’d avoided that his entire adult life. Maybe it was just all this kumbaya family stuff that was clouding his perception of reality. He and Carlie Beth needed to be civil and get along for Aubrey’s benefit.
And yes, he’d been the one to suggest they figure out what was between them, but he’d never imagined he’d feel…this. Whatever the hell this was.
The doorknob turned, and he expected Carlie Beth to poke her head out demanding her clothes or to have wrapped herself in one of his towels. But she swung the door wide, and she stood there, chin tilted up and hands on her perfectly rounded hips, naked as she’d been when she dashed out of his bedroom.
And the sight of her—slight whisker burn on her neck, red hair a mess, and eyes full of feminine challenge—pretty much hit him like a sharp jab to the kidneys. Made his breath stall and his knees unstable.
“Earlier,” he said, “I was going to say I was sorry. But not for the reason you assumed.”
Now, her arms crossed over her breasts, plumping them up and momentarily distracting him. “Then why?”
He ran a hand along the waistband of his sweats, suddenly self-conscious of how he looked. This wasn’t the Los Angeles Grif Steele. That Grif took women out for a nice dinner, brought them home and offered them something smooth and expensive to drink, and made love to them.
“There wasn’t a damn thing slick about this.”
“Excuse me?”
He turned away and squeezed his forehead, ignoring the pain it caused. “I fucked you on a windowsill.”
“Yes.” She had the sheer nerve to laugh. Didn’t she understand how serious this was?
“And I gave you Perrier and didn’t even offer you a mug muffin.”
“Oh, God. You are not okay.” She darted around him and dragged his hand away from his face. “You re-concussed your head.”
“That’s not even a word.”
With a little frown, she peered at the cut on his chin, then studied his eyes. “Then we screwed a screw loose in your head.”
“I’m fine.”
“I don’t think so because you’re not making a bit of sense.” She grabbed his hand and began to tug him toward the front door. “I’m taking you back to the hospital.”
“Stop.” He pulled her into his arms and held her close. Rested his chin on top of her head and sighed. “We aren’t going anywhere.”
“Why not?”
“One, because you’re butt naked.”
She looked down and laughed. “Oh.”
“And two, because you were right earlier. You’re nothing like the women I’ve dated in California.”
When she tried to pull away, he simply held her tighter. “You’re sweet and funny and real.”
“And they’re sour, stoic, and fake.” Her tone was just acerbic enough to make him chuckle.
“They’re not you.”
There was no way to miss the way her breath whooshed in surprise. “What…what was this? What we did here today?”
“I’d be lying if I said I knew.” He kissed the top of her head, breathing in her intoxicating sweet fragrance, and tried to ignore the way his heart was beating the hell out of his ribs. “But I think we owe it to ourselves to find out.”
When she nodded, a vague movement that told him she needed a minute to breathe and sort through things, Grif slowly released her. Then he picked up his phone and checked his missed call.
“Need some privacy?” she asked.
“It’ll keep.” He tossed his phone onto the bed. Jamal Harris would just have to wait a little while to discuss the terms of his contract renewal with the Kings. Instead of making the call, he lounged back on his elbows and watched Carlie Beth dress.
She glanced up at him as she stepped into those cute cotton panties. “Do you know how long it’s been since a man ogled me while I put my clothes back on?”
Her words tightened his gut. Jealousy is stupid. He gave her what he knew was a strained smile.
“Oh, since about…never.”
Her tone was teasing, but her words hit him hard. She’d missed out on marriage, establishing that comfortable relationship that allowed two people to watch each other dress and undress. See everything—the good, bad, strengths, imperfections. “I fucked things up for you, didn’t I?”
“What?” That brought her head up, and she almost fell over with one leg stuck in her jeans. Grif lunged forward and grabbed her by the elbow to keep her upright.
“Let’s face it. You’re in your thirties. At this point in their lives, most women, especially in a place like Steele Ridge, are married with families.”
“I do have a family. Aubrey’s my whole world.”
“But I imagine there’ve been men who might’ve been interested in you if you didn’t come with a kid.”
“Probably, but those aren’t the kind of men who would interest me regardless. I’m a package deal. I have been since I was nineteen years old.” Her face took on a stubborn cast—eyes narrow and mouth pinched. “But if you’re feeling sorry for me, stop. I’ve dated. Not a ton, because I didn’t want to parade a bunch of guys through Aubrey’s life. She always, always comes first. And believe it or not, I’ve actually fielded several marriage proposals. So you can just put your poor-little-unwed-Carlie-Beth crap to bed.”
“Several? What does that mean exactly?”
She looked up and to the right. “Let’s see…” She touched one pointer finger with the other. “Chuck Canfield when I was eight months gone with Aubrey. Lord, I was bigger than Dave’s barn out at Black Horn Ranch.”
Motherfucker. Chuck Canfield had been a classmate of his. And he’d asked Carlie Beth to marry him when she was round with Grif’s baby? He should find the guy and—
“Then…hmm…” She counted off another finger. “Aubrey must’ve been four or five when a guy from over in Cullowhee asked and offered to give her five or six brothers and sisters. It was hard to pass up, but I decided broodmare wasn’t a good look on me.”
He didn’t know whether to laugh or cuss aloud.
Carlie Beth’s eyes went a little cloudy, and it was then Grif’s gut tightened to the point of excruciating tension. “A few years ago, I was involved with a man. His name was John.” The hint of a sigh in her voice didn’t do a damn thing to relieve the sick feeling inside him. Because her expression, her tone, said this guy had been important. Meant something to her. “We dated for several months. He adored Aubrey and she thought he hung the moon.”
A different kind of jealousy swarmed over Grif. He could’ve lost his daughter without ever knowing about her. If Carlie Beth had married, Grif would’ve never questioned Aubrey’s paternity.
He tried to shove away the surge of anger trying to consume him at that thought. Remember, Aubrey said she’s never called another man Dad. That has to count for something.
“We were both in our late twenties, so it didn’t take us long to start talking about marriage. On the day we were supposed to shop for engagement rings, he never showed up. Never called. Ever.”
“What are you saying? That the douche just bolted?”
One of her shoulders lifted and dropped. “I guess. But not just on me. He worked at one of the landscaping companies. He didn’t give notice, didn’t resign. Just left on a Friday and never showed up the following Monday.”
“Sounds like a real standup guy,” he grumbled. The jerk had obviously been a stupid bastard. One that Grif felt strangely indebted to right now. Because it would’ve been horrible to discover he had a daughter only to find he’d already been replaced.
“Since then, I’ve been pretty picky.”
“Yeah, especially with that prick Darden.”
“Hey,” she protested, slipping into her overshirt. “One date. I wasn’t stupid enough to do it again.”
He reached for her hand and drew her down to his lap. When she settled in and rested her head against his shoulder, Grif’s heart did something so foreign, he didn’t know how to respond. It simply lost its shape and softened. He swallowed twice to reactivate his voice. “I want you and Aubrey to be happy. To be safe and secure. Do you believe that?”
“Is this a hint to cash that check?”
“I was a complete dick about that.”
“Yeah, you were.”
“But I didn’t miscalculate.”
Her laugh was warm against his neck, and he wrapped his arms tighter around her, suddenly wanting to keep her there, to stay that way for the foreseeable future. “If I were to deposit something like that, Highland Bank and Trust would sound the alarms.”
“I never want the two of you to do without again.”
She lifted her head and met his gaze, her eyes both serious and warm. “I’ve always provided for us.” When he started to speak, she pressed her fingertips against his lips. “Do we always have the nicest or fanciest things? No. But in this day and age, that can actually be good for a kid. Some of Aubrey’s friends crook a finger and their parents give them everything they want. Aubrey knows the value of a dollar. She thinks before she asks for something. She’s willing to work for the things she wants. And I refuse to believe that’s a bad thing.”
He kissed her fingers in gratitude. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For being such an amazing mother to Aubrey. I’m still sorry as hell I wasn’t around to help you. But if anyone could do this parenting thing alone, it’s you, Carlie Elizabeth Parrish.”
Her eyes and mouth widened. “How did you know my middle name?”
He tilted his head. “Carlie Beth. It’s not much of a stretch.” Just that little thing agitated him all over again. He had a child with a woman who was surprised he knew her middle name. “But I also saw it on Aubrey’s birth certificate.” Which his name was still missing from.
“What’s yours?”
“My what?”
She gave him an eye roll. “Your zodiac sign. What do you think?”
He cleared his throat. There was a reason his business cards read Griffin F. Steele, period. “It’s a family name. My great-granddad.”
She made a little gimme motion with her fingers.
Dammit. He’d given her so little and so far she wouldn’t take his money. “Fletcher,” he mumbled.
“Say again. I didn’t quite catch that.”
“Fletcher,” he said louder.
Her eyes brightened. “Ooh, can I call you Fletch?”
“Only if you want me to yank down your pants and spank your round little ass every time you do.”
At that, her eyes went even brighter. Good Jesus, his sweet little tomboy had a kinky side. And that brought all sorts of interesting scenarios to mind. “Aubrey could call you Daddy Fletch.”
That sure blew away his momentary visions of handcuffs and blindfolds. “You know she asked if she could call me Dad.”
“Yeah.” Her voice was soft.
“Does that bother you?”
“Not on the surface.” She pushed out of his lap and paced over to the window where they’d made love. With restless fingers, she worried the edge of the shade. “But I doubt either of you really knows what a dad is.”
His laugh was short and sharp. “Other men do it all the damn time.” Other men. Not him.
The pressure that she pulled forth in him every time they talked about their daughter began to build, but Grif pushed that shit down. If they continued to get pissed and defensive every time they discussed Aubrey, someone would be stomping around all the time. “Just because my dad doesn’t have much to do with his kids doesn’t mean I’ll do the same to Aubrey.”
When she turned to look at him, her face was so damn full of bleak heartache, it would’ve brought him to his knees if he weren’t already sitting. “You live two thousand miles away.”
“I’m here now.”
“Now. That’s an important word. What happens when you wrestle Steele Ridge back into shape and stop spending every two weeks here?”
“We don’t have to worry about that right now.”
“Mothers worry. It’s in the job description.”
No, this wasn’t just about the distance between Carolina and California. Something else was eating at Carlie Beth, because he’d swear she’d believed him when he said he was in for good when it came to Aubrey. He pushed off the bed and went to Carlie Beth to smooth a hand down her hair, down her spine, letting it rest against her lower back. “What’s really wrong here?”
She turned into him, burrowed against him as if she couldn’t bear looking at him. Something had her hurting, so he wrapped her in his arms, trying to give her reassurance. “Whatever it is. We’ll handle it.”
“You said you’d fight me for custody if I didn’t take that money.”
“We’ve already established I was being a dick.”
Her laugh was more of a snuffle. “What…what if she asked to live with you? What if she wanted to leave Steele Ridge and move to LA?”
Her words were like a body slam. Even when he’d done the strong-arm thing with Carlie Beth, he’d never once believed it would come to a legal battle. He was so damn accustomed to using leverage to get what he wanted that he hadn’t considered the impact the same strategy might have on Carlie Beth and Aubrey.
Holding Carlie Beth by the shoulders, he drew her away from him and bent at the knees so they were eye to eye. “She won’t.”
“Los Angeles is exciting,” Carlie Beth said, a little hiccup in her voice. “Fast-paced. Sexy. I mean, Hollywood and Disneyland.”
“You can’t think I would encourage her to move across the country with me.”
“Are you saying you wouldn’t want her?”
God, could a man win with two women running circles around him? Evie and his mom would say no, just shake their heads in mock-sorrow at his stupidity. “I’m saying I know she belongs here with you.”
“What about visits? Would you let her visit you out there?”
This was like a landmine of questions. What was the right answer?
“Would you approve?”
Her face scrunched up so damn adorably that he wanted to kiss her and spank her at the same time. “There’d have to be rules. No women or wild parties while she’s there.”
He drew back and pretended to pull his phone from his pants. “I’ll send myself a reminder text.”
“And you can’t buy her anything she wants.”
“Got it. No shopping, no alcohol, no sex.” He rested his hands on his hips and stared at her. “Anything else?”
“You think I’m overreacting.”
“Hell, Carlie Beth, she hasn’t even asked to visit and you’re already blowing up crazy scenarios in your head.”
“You can’t deny things happen.”
No, he couldn’t. His life over the past year was a prime example of a situation getting more than crazy. Becoming dangerous. “If any of my athletes are snorting blow or getting baked, I drop their asses. I have enough shit to clean up without representing complete idiots. And I sure as hell wouldn’t take my teenage daughter into some orgy.”
“They have orgies?”
For. Fuck’s. Sake.
“Honestly, I don’t think this is something we have to work out today.” He smiled, trying to calm her through force of will. “If Aubrey wants to come out and visit me, and I hope she will, I would be very careful about what she sees and does. And I know everyone in small-town America thinks LA is Sodom and Gomorrah all rolled into one. But the truth is, most people are just regular old folks.”
Carlie Beth blew out a breath.
“Besides, I wouldn’t let her fly out alone the first time. Has she ever been on an airplane before?”
“No. If we get the chance for a little vacation, we always drive.”
“Will it make you feel better if I tell you that I’d want you both to come out?”
She cradled her head between her palms, clearly squeezing as if she were trying to keep it from exploding. “I’m never this crazy.”
He pulled her back in for an affectionate hug. “Shortcake, Miss Joan would tell you that being a mother and being crazy are the same damn thing.”



CHAPTER 20
A fter Grif had reeled in Carlie Beth’s crazy, they’d slowly finished dressing, which felt so foreign to her. She wasn’t used to this kind of intimacy with a man. Somehow, making love with him, letting him undress her and touch her, had seemed less revealing than putting their clothes back on.
Grif’s phone rang as he was trading sweatpants for jeans. Carlie Beth couldn’t help herself. Through her lashes, she gave his unbuttoned and unzipped pants a thorough looking at.
“Steele,” he said into the phone.
A shiver ran through her and she turned away. It wouldn’t do to let him see how affected she was by the sexy tone of his voice. Because that was just a small part of what drew her to him. It was his determination and persistence in the face of challenges he hadn’t gone looking for—both in the form of this town and his daughter—that really cut her off at the knees. This was a man you could count on in a crisis, in a moment of weakness, and yet she’d never given him that chance.
“Great,” he said. “I’ll be down in a minute to grab the keys and sign for it.”
She finished buttoning her overshirt, half tempted to do it all the way up to the collar for protection. But that wouldn’t do a thing to safeguard her from the real threat. Her own feelings. “Sign for what?”
“My new car.”
“You have a Maserati yet you felt the need for something new?” Lord, they lived in two completely different dimensions.
“Someone did a number on Louise, so she’s in a shop in Charlotte.”
“What do you mean did a number?”
“Bashed in her lights, carved up her seats.”
“Here in Steele Ridge?”
“Right out back.”
“Oh my God. That’s horrible. Who in the world would do that?”
“Maybe someone who isn’t happy about the job I’m doing as city manager.”
“That’s just stupid. I mean, who could be worse than Bobby Ray Benton?”
“Thanks,” he drawled. “I think.”
“You know what I mean.”
When they went outside ten minutes later, a man was twirling a set of keys and leaning against a shiny new…
Nissan Quest minivan.
Grif strode forward to shake the man’s hand, sign a paper attached to a clipboard, and take the keys. It took less than two minutes, and the delivery guy gave him a salute, got in a car with another person, and drove off.
Looking down at the keys in his hand, Grif said, “Guess I should listen to Britt on this one and let you drive.”
“Th…that?”
“I guess we could take your Scout, but I’d really like to see how this thing rides.”
“Didn’t you test-drive it?”
“Nope.” He handed over the keys, but her feet remained stuck to the sidewalk. “Never even looked at it.”
“You bought a tricked-out minivan, but you haven’t driven it.”
“I read all the reports online. It checked out, and I pulled the trigger.”
“You bought a minivan?”
He waved toward the—of course—steel-gray van. “I think that’s pretty apparent.”
Still knocked sideways by his choice of vehicle, Carlie Beth marveled over the shiny new family ride Grif had apparently paid cash for, poking at buttons every time they stopped for a red light.
“What are you doing?”
She shot him a sly smile. “Looking for the eject button.”
When he reached across from the passenger’s seat and took her hand in his, Carlie Beth’s heart pressed against her breastbone. What was this? What in God’s name were they doing?
They pulled up in front of the sprawling white farmhouse, and Reid was standing on the porch, his back propped against a column. They stepped out of the van, and he lifted his arm as if checking his watch, but he was actually scowling at Grif. “Maybe my watch stopped, but I thought I told you to have your ass…uh…your butt out here at one o’clock.”
Grif pocketed the car keys. “I’m here now, so stop your worrying. Otherwise, I’ll start calling you Britt.”
“This is serious shit.”
With a hot glance in her direction, Grif told his brother. “It’s not the only serious thing going on in my life right now.”
Reid pinned Carlie Beth with a dissecting stare. “Britt’s gonna shit a llama,” he muttered, probably not expecting her to catch his words.
She tried to angle away from Grif, but he caught her hand again, making it clear something was going on between them. “Stop it,” she said in a low tone. “You don’t need trouble with your brothers.”
His smile was crooked as he lifted her hand and gave it a smacking kiss. “I’ve always got trouble with those three halfwits.”
Reid just shook his head and eyeballed the van. “Carlie Beth, you get a new ride? If I’d known you were looking to get rid of the Scout, I would’ve been happy to take it off your hands.”
“It’s not mine,” she said.
“Rental? Yours in the shop?”
“Nope.” Her own grin went wide and wicked. “The van is your brother’s.”
Not watching where he was going, Reid rammed his knees into one of the brightly painted Adirondack chairs near the front door. His stupefied gaze swung between the minivan and his brother. “You? You bought a soccer mom car?”
Unfazed, Grif lifted a shoulder. “It’s got good shit inside it.”
“Uh-huh.” Reid nodded absently. “Like a place to hang your purse and store your tampons.”
Carlie Beth frogged him in the shoulder. “Hey, you make it sound like girl stuff is bad.”
“Nah.” Reid waggled his eyebrows at her. “I like girl stuff just fine. Girl cars, not so much.”
“Remind me you said that when you want to stash your beer in the cooler built into the floor,” Grif said mildly.
Reid’s eyes telegraphed interest. “It’s got hiding places?”
“I thought that might get your attention.”
“You’re still never gonna live this down.”
“Probably, but I also bought a custom Harley.”
Reid’s teasing expression went serious as he held open the front door. “Sure sounds like you’re settling in—apartment, wheels”—he shot Carlie Beth a quick glance—“and things.”
Hmm…one of those things apparently being her. Grif’s only answer was a small smile that somehow conveyed the message for Reid to stay out of his business.
“In here.” Reid led them into the kitchen where Jonah and Britt were sitting at a massive farm table made from a slab of wood set on metal legs. Britt was poring over some papers, muttering to himself and making little notes in the margins. Jonah was engrossed in something on his phone—from the sounds of it, a shoot-’em-up video game. The table’s top was gorgeous, a slab of pecan with swirls and character. Carlie Beth drew away from Grif and leaned over to get a look underneath. The craftsmanship definitely took a dive when it came to the table’s supports.
“Mom’s newest purchase,” Jonah told her. “Some dude over in Buncombe County made it.”
“Jason Krieg.”
“That’s the one.”
The craftsman was one heck of a woodworker, but he shouldn’t touch metal with a ten-foot pole. Carlie Beth looked pointedly at where Jonah had his bare feet propped on the table surface. “You put much weight on this thing, it’ll collapse.”
“If that’s the case, then Reid shouldn’t even look at it.” Jonah hooted and swung his legs down. “Mom fell in love with the wood.”
She squatted down to get a better look at the underside. Yeah, those joints were not up to snuff. “Think she’d want a sturdier support?”
“You offering?” Reid asked.
“Well, I’d hate to find out one of the Steele brothers met an undignified end by being crushed under this thing.”
“You’d do that for my mom?” Grif asked her.
What he didn’t realize and she didn’t want to admit to herself was that there were a lot of things she’d do for this man. Do for his family.
After all, Aubrey was one of them. No matter how many years Carlie Beth had tried to deny it.
“This is inferior welding. Besides, it’s ugly,” she said, trying to make her smile look calm and confident. “Can you ask your mom if she’s okay with me making her something new?”
“I doubt I have to, but sure.”
“Now that we have Mom’s interior decorating all set, can we please talk about why someone was trying to kill Grif last night?” Reid dropped into a chair, but he was careful not to touch the table itself, which made Carlie Beth’s smile widen.
Until his words registered.
“What? What do you mean tried to kill him?”
“After the ambulance picked up Grif last night, I went up and checked all the handholds. Every damn one of them across the top was greased up like a pig at the county rodeo,” Reid said, sending a hard look Grif’s way. “It wouldn’t have mattered which one you grabbed hold of. Your ass was coming down.”
“I was wrong to climb by myself,” he admitted. “But in my defense, up to this point, the worst the kids have done is clog up the toilets and paint some questionable haiku on the walls.”
“Limericks,” Jonah mumbled, his eyes still glued to his phone screen. “Haiku has three lines with a total of seventeen syllables. Limericks rhyme. You know, ‘There once was a girl from Nantucket.’”
The sound of the front door opening and snicking closed came from the foyer. “I know at least a couple of you boneheads are here,” a woman called out. “Because your cars are here.”
Britt scowled at Reid. “She sounds pissed. Tell me you called her.”
“I was going to after we talked about all this.”
When Carlie Beth looked, the sheriff was standing in the dining room doorway, her face like a sudden storm sweeping over the mountains. “Someone want to fill me in on what happened out here last night and then tell me why the hell you didn’t call my people?”
Grif rubbed at his forehead, pushing at his hair so he looked like a rumpled little boy. Then he tilted his face to give Maggie a clear view of his chin. “Can you keep it down a little? My head’s still tender.”
Although concern touched Maggie’s eyes, her hard look didn’t falter a bit. “And whose fault is that, you idiot?”
Looked like Grif’s little sympathy play wouldn’t appease his cousin. Good for Maggie.
Reid stood and offered Maggie his chair. “Mags, can we get you some coffee or iced tea?”
She strode over and glared at him, somehow appearing to be on his level even though she was inches shorter. “Cream and two sugars. And make it fresh. I don’t want anything left over from your breakfast.”
“Jonah, go make Mags some coffee,” Reid ordered.
Jonah’s only response was a lazy lift of his middle finger.
So Reid stomped into the kitchen while every other person at the table wore a little smirk. This family. They were tough cookies, but it was obvious they loved one another. The tightness in Carlie Beth’s chest that she’d had since she realized she’d have to share her daughter loosened a little more.
Maggie pointed at Grif. “Other than Britt, I expected you to be the smartest of the lot, and yet I hear you were climbing that damn wall like a deranged monkey.”
“I was doing a pretty damn good job. Would’ve made it over the top if I hadn’t slipped.”
“The point is you did slip.”
Reid came back in carrying a single cup of coffee and set it in front of Maggie.
Britt frowned at him. “That’s it? No one else gets any?”
“If I wanted to run a diner, I’d rent a place on Main Street.”
Maggie took a sip from her cup and choked. “Don’t complain. He did you a favor. This is instant. Now, why the hell didn’t anyone think I needed to know what happened to Mr. Numbskull last night?”
Reid propped a shoulder against the wall. “We’ve had some petty vandalism in the sports center recently. A little graffiti before Baby Billionaire ever bought the place. And you know about the fire a few months ago. A few mishaps since.”
“Why haven’t you mentioned the building vandalism before now, especially after what happened to Grif’s LuLu?”
“Louise,” Grif corrected. “And we didn’t say anything because it was stupid stuff—jacking up some of the equipment, stuffing paper towels in the toilets.”
“But nothing that hurt anyone?”
“Have you ever had to muck out a flooded bathroom?” Jonah said. “That’s not without pain. Believe me, when we catch those kids, we’ll—”
“Call me immediately,” Maggie ordered. She took another sip of her coffee and grimaced. “The ER folks tell me Grif had something on his hands when they admitted him.”
“I didn’t realize it at the time,” Grif said. “Just thought I didn’t have a good grip on the handhold, but apparently, there was something slick on it.”
“Like motor oil?” Maggie asked Reid, leaning forward intently.
“Definitely an oily consistency, but not as dark,” Reid said.
“Why all the questions?” Grif asked, pulling Maggie’s attention from his brother.
“Because you were hurt, and under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t put it past one of you to sabotage the other.”
Reid pushed away from the wall. “Hey—”
Maggie held up a hand. “But I don’t buy that you’d actually risk killing one another. Was this oily stuff all over the wall?
“No,” Reid said. “I found it on every handhold within three feet of the top. Someone didn’t want anyone to make it over.”
“You asked about motor oil,” Carlie Beth said to Maggie. “Roy Darden was a mechanic. Do you think they’re related? That someone purposefully meant to hurt Grif?”
“Doubtful,” Grif said. “Would be pretty hard for a dead guy to come back and get revenge on me. But Mags, what about the person Darden’s neighbors spotted the night he died?”
She sighed. “Our best witness never actually saw anyone, just heard the knocking. When we questioned him again, he swore up and down alien raccoons frequently visited Darden.”
“In other words, total dead end.”
“Yep,” she said. “And not relevant. So I need to find out what was on those handholds last night. If Reid hasn’t completely screwed things up, I can get a sample and send it off to the Western Regional Crime Lab.”
“Isn’t that where all the law enforcement agencies from around here send stuff?” Reid commented.
“Usually,” Maggie said. “Which means they’re normally a little backed up.”
“Even though it’s probably just those jackass kids,” Reid said, “I don’t like the idea of leaving this swinging in the wind.”
“What about private labs?” Grif asked Maggie.
“The couple here in Carolina are a little faster, but they’re pricey.”
An unexplainable feeling of foreboding came over Carlie Beth, and she gripped Grif’s forearm. “Something about this scares me.”
When he looked at her, his expression held a question. As if he was also trying to figure out what the heck was going on between them and why they were feeling so pulled toward one another. He blinked and whatever it was disappeared.
Grif gave her a slow and thoughtful nod. “Carlie Beth’s right. Maggie, get me those lab names. I’ll foot the bill to have this oil checked out.”



CHAPTER 21
When Carlie Beth answered the knock at her front door a few days later, her heart went into overdrive at the sight of Grif standing on her porch holding a bouquet of flowers in each hand. Those, combined with his killer smile and casual outfit of perfectly faded jeans, a pair of well-used hiking boots, and crisp plaid shirt folded back at the forearms, about did her in. The stitches he still sported in his chin and the sexy scruff on his face from being unable to shave gave him a total tough-guy look.
That did do her in.
“I…um…Hi.” Her voice came out breathy.
His smile went wider as he took in her cut-off jean shorts, tank top, do-rag, and eye-blinding purple painted toes. “Hi, yourself.” His attention remained on her feet.
“It’s called Royal Pain.”
“Every time I think I have you figured out, you surprise me.”
“Is that a good thing?”
He shifted a bouquet to his other hand and pulled her in for a soft kiss that left her off balance. “That, Carlie Beth Parrish, is a very good thing.”
“Mom, who—” Aubrey drew up short and darted a look between them, her gaze taking in their closeness and Grif’s hand wrapped around the back of Carlie Beth’s neck. “Oh…”
The awkward tension wove around them for a few seconds before Grif crashed through it. “How would you two feel about an outing to Asheville?”
Carlie Beth glanced down at herself. “Oh, but I was just cleaning the—”
“Mom,” Aubrey said through her teeth. “The bathrooms will wait.”
“But I’m not dressed.”
Grif and Aubrey shared a look that insinuated they wanted to both shake their heads at her. “Does she have clothes in her closet?” he asked Aubrey.
“Are we talking fancy or casual?”
“Definitely casual,” he said, passing the pink, yellow, and orange daisies to Aubrey. “For you.”
Aubrey’s eyes went soft and dreamy. Her first flowers from a boy. From her father. Which made Carlie Beth’s heart go soft and dreamy. He was doing more than paying lip service to being a dad. He was trying and, from the looks of it, succeeding.
Aubrey raised up on tiptoe and pressed a kiss to Grif’s cheek. “I’ll see what I can do.”
Her smile was the size and strength of the sun as she headed for Carlie Beth’s room.
“How did you know daisies were her favorite?”
“The same way I knew sunflowers were yours. Sometimes I forget the sheer power of knowledge in a small town.” Grif eased past her into the house and held out the other bouquet to her. “How do you feel about dinner and little sightseeing?”
“I don’t want to confuse Aubrey.”
His easy smile disappeared. “I’m not trying to confuse anyone. She’s my daughter and I want to spend time with her.”
“Then why don’t the two of you go and I’ll—”
He caught her arm. “Is it her you don’t want to confuse, or yourself?”
“Yes.”
“I’m not trying to complicate or muddle things, but I do want to spend time with both of you. But this is a no-expectations outing. A little dinner and fun.”
“Mo-o-o-o-m!” Aubrey called from down the hall.
He took Carlie Beth by the shoulders and turned her around with a swat on the—
“Did you just pat my ass?”
A tinge of pink crept into Grif’s cheeks, which just charmed the heck out of her. “Sorry. Probably brought back bad memories of Roy Darden.”
“Not even remotely the same.”
Twenty minutes later, Aubrey had not only changed her own clothes, and done her makeup and hair, but she’d made Carlie Beth presentable in knee-high leather boots and a cute dress she hadn’t remembered she owned. While Aubrey brushed her hair, she caught Carlie Beth’s gaze in the bathroom mirror. “What’s going on between you and…” She took a deep breath and swallowed. “…Dad?”
Carlie Beth’s skin burned hot and cold, not only because she was being put on the spot, but because Aubrey calling Grif Dad made it sound as if they were actually some type of family. And she had no idea what they were. “I don’t know.”
“Are you dating?”
Was windowsill sex considered dating? Carlie Beth could readily admit to herself it was the best so-called date she’d had in a long damn time. “We’re…talking.”
“Is that a euphemism?”
Squeezing her eyes closed, Carlie Beth breathed. “Please tell me that was rhetorical.”
When she opened them again, Aubrey’s expression was serious. “I know I was kinda rude the other night, but I really don’t want him to hurt you.”
She grasped her daughter’s hand and tried to give her a reassuring smile, hopefully masking her trembling lips. “Don’t worry about me. The most important thing is for the two of you to get to know each other better.”
But dear Lord, the drive to Asheville, with Carlie Beth riding shotgun and Aubrey sitting behind her in Grif’s new soccer mom van, felt entirely too much like a true family outing. They even squabbled over who was entitled to control the radio. Aubrey voted for Taylor Swift while Carlie Beth argued in favor of Creed. In the end, Grif persuaded them that the driver was the only person with the power over the dial, so they sang along to Springsteen for the forty-minute drive.
Grif glanced over at Carlie Beth. “I booked us on one of the comedy city tours, but now that I’m replaying our last conversation about”—he glanced in the rearview mirror—“stuff, I’m rethinking that.”
“I know I came across as prudish the other day, but I’m pretty open with Aubrey. She’s been begging to go since some of her friends went on one. It’ll be fine.”
By the time they boarded the tour bus in front of the French Broad Food Co-op, both Carlie Beth and Aubrey were antsy with excitement.
“I feel like a tourist,” she told Grif.
He took her hand. “That’s the whole point.”
An hour and a half later, they’d laughed so much that the muscles around Carlie Beth’s ribcage ached. The tour had been a little ribald, pretty informative, and highly entertaining. She said to Grif, “If you were thinking of starting something like that in Steele Ridge, I hate to tell you the whole thing would be about ten minutes long, if that.”
“Actually, I’m trying to get an idea of what Steele Ridge can offer that Asheville and other towns can’t. That’s our sweet spot.” He grinned at Aubrey. “So for dinner, should we go tourist or local?”
“I say tourist,” Aubrey told him.
“Tupelo Honey Café it is.”
Once they were inside the famous Asheville restaurant, Grif flashed a smile at the hostess and a table for three miraculously opened up even though a line of people snaked down the sidewalk outside.
“You live a charmed life, you know that, right?” Carlie Beth said to him as the hostess led them to a table near a window and flashed an I’d-be-happy-to-be-dessert smile at Grif.
The most entertaining part of the entire situation was Aubrey’s glare at the attractive twenty-something woman. “You’re scoping out my dad.”
“Oh.” The hostess had the grace to tuck her chin in embarrassment. “Sorry about that.” She quickly passed around menus and scurried from the table.
“Aubrey,” Carlie Beth scolded.
“What?” Her tone was mild as she studied her menu, but she darn well knew what she’d done.
“That was rude.”
“So is eye-frisking a man who’s with two women.”
“If I’d realized a fourteen-year-old was such good personal security, I would’ve imported Aubrey to LA years ago.”
Aubrey looked up and trained her narrowed eyes on Grif. “Do a lot of women hit on you?”
He shot a panicked look at Carlie Beth and she gave him a subtle head shake. No, she hadn’t mentioned a word to Aubrey about Madison Henry. That was something he’d have to do when the time was right.
This was probably the only time Carlie Beth had ever seen him fiddle with his clothes, first tugging at his folded sleeves and then brushing a hand down his shirt front. She gently pulled his hand away from his collar before he completely mangled it. “Los Angeles is a big city,” he said finally.
Aubrey pulled out her phone. “Hmm…population of LA County is ten million and gender split is fifty-one percent women and forty-nine percent men. If you assume one out of each five hundred, then we’re talking over ten thousand women.”
“I don’t even know that many women.”
“You don’t have to know them. You just have to come into contact with them.”
He propped an elbow in the table and cradled his head in his hand, angled toward Carlie Beth. “I can’t win this, can I?”
“Nope.” A surge of affection so huge welled up in Carlie Beth that it threatened to drown her, simply crash over her head and take her to the bottom. So she avoided Grif’s scrutiny and fumbled for her menu. “Should we order?”
A few seconds later, she looked up and caught sight of a familiar face in the line outside the restaurant. Dave was standing—arms crossed and mouth drawn—staring directly at Carlie Beth. He’d told her several times that he wasn’t a fan of the city, so what was he doing in one of the busiest parts of Asheville?
Aubrey caught the line of Carlie Beth’s gaze and looked over her shoulder. Her eyebrows went up, but she waved at Dave, and he grudgingly returned the gesture.
When she turned back to the table, Aubrey said, “Wow, Dave is having a night on the town. Wonder if he has a date?”
From the way he was standing apart from the other people in line and scowling toward Carlie Beth, she doubted it. Still, she gave him a tentative wave as well, but he turned away and melted into the crowd.
“Who was that?” Grif asked.
“Just a friend from home,” she said, shaking off the apprehension that Dave might’ve followed them from Steele Ridge.
When the waiter approached the table, Aubrey asked for the Southern Belle grilled cheese, Grif went for the shrimp and grits, and Carlie Beth simply pointed at something on the second page. “Oh, and one of those bacon Bloody Marys, please.” Lord knows, she needed some fortification.
Once the waiter was gone, Grif said, “So I had an ulterior motive for bringing you to Asheville. It was a spy mission.”
Aubrey giggled. “Oh, like Mata Hari.”
“More like corporate espionage. Steele Ridge needs something that no other town has, something really big to attract tourists to Steele Ridge. Maybe an event that would benefit from my contacts in the sports world.”
Aubrey’s face went slack at that. “Are you saying famous sports players might come to Steele Ridge?”
“Nothing’s for sure right now.”
“If you tell me Ian Brinkmann is coming to my hometown, I will just die.”
Grif shot a look Carlie Beth’s way. “I’m scratching him off the list for any future event.”
Aubrey clutched at his arm and bounced in her seat. “Are you serious? You know the Brick?”
“Maybe.”
“Oh my God, my dad knows the hottest hockey player in the history of the world. Wait until I tell Brooke. She’ll just die.”
Not long ago, Grif’s and Aubrey’s easy back-and-forth would’ve put Carlie Beth on edge. Made her feel defensive and territorial. But today, it simply felt like a normal family dynamic.
Unfortunately, they weren’t a normal family.
Not a true family at all.
On their way home from Asheville, Aubrey dozed in the backseat and Grif glanced at Carlie Beth, his expression as full of affection now as it had been at the restaurant earlier. “I know I’ve said this before, but you raised a great kid.”
“Yeah, but she’s not perfect. So be careful about all those stars in your eyes. After you left the forge that day and she figured out I’d never told you about her, she called me an asshole.”
“Whoa. Miss Joan would’ve been pulling out the Ivory soap if I’d done that at Aubrey’s age. Half the time, I think she’d give all her kids a good mouth-washing now if she thought she could catch us.”
“I know what it’s like to be infatuated when you first realize you’re a parent. It’s easy to want to be a friend and sweep the little things under the rug.”
“So are you telling me not to let her snow me?”
“I’m reminding you there’s a difference between a parent and a friend. And it’s easy, when you don’t see your child every day, to overcompensate when you’re with her.” Although it would be hard on Aubrey—and not only her—each time Grif got on a plane to fly west, it was actually a better deal than a lot of kids from divorced families had. “I’ve never had to share her before.”
“I don’t want to take her away from you. I’m sorry I ever threatened you with that. I was just so…so…”
“Surprised?”
“I was going to say hurt.”
It seemed impossible that she could hurt such a self-assured, sophisticated man. But she reached for his hand and he threaded his fingers with hers. The comfort, the rightness, of his touch flowed over her. “She could stay with you sometimes when you’re in town, if you both want.”
“Really?”
“The only catch is that the rules have to be the same no matter where she sleeps. I have friends whose kids ping-pong not only between two houses but between what are essentially two lives. I don’t think that’s good for anyone.”
“I started to ask Aubrey something at the table earlier, but I wanted to pass it by you first.”
“What’s that?”
“I’m putting together a nice reception, something where I can introduce the Steele Ridge business owners to plans for economic improvement. Would you be okay if Aubrey helped me organize the reception? I know she’s not old enough for a real job, but I’d pay her and she’d get some good experience.”
“Thanks for asking me,” she said as they pulled up in front of her house. “But it’s really up to Aubrey.”
“What’s up to Aubrey?” The sleepy question came from the backseat.
Grif got out and came around the van to open Carlie Beth’s door. She couldn’t hold back a grin when he slid open the side door—shoop—to hand Aubrey out of her seat.
Grif Steele driving a family vehicle. It still boggled the mind.
“I was asking your mom if she thought you’d like to help me put together a reception event. Catering, AV setup, that kind of thing. You do a good job with that and it could give you a leg up if I ever organize something with sports players.”
Aubrey’s eyes popped wide and she looked over Grif’s shoulder to catch Carlie Beth’s attention. “Really?”
“As long as your schoolwork doesn’t suffer, it’s up to you.”
Aubrey tilted her head in disbelief. “When has my schoolwork ever suffered?”
“Then I guess there’s your answer.”
With a flying leap, Aubrey jumped out of the van and wrapped her arms around Carlie Beth. “You are the best mom in the whole world.”
Behind Aubrey, Grif stood there grinning like a complete lunatic at the two of them wrapped up in one another. Before he could brace himself, Aubrey released Carlie Beth and swung her attention to him, clinging to him like bull nettle. “And you’re the best dad in the whole world.”
His grin faded to an expression that could only be described as two-by-foured.
Aubrey gave him a smacking kiss on the cheek, then did a complicated dance step toward the front door. “I have tons of ideas. Gotta go write them down!”
Once the front door slammed cheerfully behind her, Grif stood there in the front yard, his arms limp by his sides and his jaw slightly unhinged. Poor man had just been Aubreyed. “Nobody warned me about teenagers.”
“Unfortunately, you don’t even get an Ikea-type instruction booklet with them.”
“Someone should write one.”
“They’re like Transformers. By the time you think you understand them and can document the whole thing, they’ve mutated. When Aubrey gets excited about something, there’s no stopping her. She’s a force of nature.”
His head shake was a vague movement, as if he were just waking from a particularly confusing dream. “I wonder where she comes by that?”
“Well, you’ve got nurture or nature.”
His blue eyes cleared of their fog and took on a predatory intensity that made Carlie Beth’s pulse flutter in her throat. “I’m splitting my money between them.” In that way he had, Grif slowly advanced on her, one side of his mouth tilting up, until her spine hit the van’s side mirror. “Is there anything you can’t do? You make cool art with your bare hands. You make single parenting look easy. You make my heart beat like I’ve just run the length of Malibu.”
“I can’t be trusted with white chocolate or Malbec.”
His hands went to her hair, lifting the thick mass and letting it drift through his fingers. “And I apparently can’t be trusted with you.”
When his mouth met hers, it was hot and avid, like he was making a statement and asking a question at the same time. If only she could decipher what they each were.
She knew her statement and question.
I want you and where are we going?
But the power of his kiss was only one reason she didn’t say either of them aloud. She feared an answer as much as she craved it.
When Grif’s hand covered her breast, her thoughts whooshed away. Her nipple tightened as he rolled it between his fingers.
His hips pushed against hers, making the level of his arousal more than obvious.
Carlie Beth smiled against his lips.
He slid over to kiss the corner of her mouth, her cheekbone, her earlobe and growled, “Something making you particularly happy?”
Knowing they were in shadow, that Aubrey wouldn’t be able to see them even if she were staring out the front window—which she wasn’t because she was too busy making lists—Carlie Beth eased her hand down Grif’s torso and rubbed the heel of her palm along his erection until she could cup his balls through his jeans.
“Fuck,” he groaned.
She laughed, slightly amazed at how wicked she sounded. “Not tonight.”
“This having-a-teenager thing has its complications, huh?”
“You haven’t seen the half of it.” She rubbed again, tracing the width and length of him.
With his teeth set, he grabbed her hand and interrupted her exploration. “What are we doing, Carlie Beth?”
That stopped her cold. “You’re asking me?”
“Isn’t that obvious?”
“The girl is the one who’s supposed to ask that question.”
His brows drew together. “Uncertainty goes both ways.”
“What do you want us to be doing?”
“I could make a crack about that being obvious.” He glanced down at where he was still hard behind his zipper. “But I won’t, because this is serious.”
“Grif, I’m not asking you for anything. Not for myself, anyway.” Still, a ray of hope was forming inside her.
His expression went thoughtful. “Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe you need to be selfish for once. Let me take you out. An adult date this time. Wine, dinner, and dessert, if you want. Say yes.” Then he kissed her again, his lips gentle, the lust still there but banked.
“I never turn down dessert.” But Carlie Beth was worried that what she really wanted was her very own hazelnut cream cheese puff.



CHAPTER 22
A lthough Grif had good intentions of treating Carlie Beth to that promised wining, dining, and desserting, apparently the citizens of Steele Ridge had a completely different idea of how he should spend his time. This was the third time this week that he’d come downstairs to find people lined up outside the door of his workspace.
He needed to get window coverings sooner rather than later. Hell, if push came to shove, he’d settle for butcher paper or aluminum foil. But neither of those would save him right now so he simply unlocked the front door and let the line parade in.
And damn, he’d meant to make a call to the private lab to see if they had any results about that oil for him yet. He made a quick note on a Post-it and slapped it on a stack of papers.
Betty Jane Cuddleford eyed the still-pink scar on his chin with suspicion before looking around his barren office and giving a sniff. “Griffin Steele, if you’re not going to do the proper thing and keep an office at City Hall, the least you could do is hire a secretary and decorate this place a little.”
A table, crappy chair, and paper every-damn-where. Not exactly a decorating scheme that commanded respect. But he smiled at the woman, putting a little teeth behind it. “But not out of the city coffers, I assume.”
Her penciled-in eyebrows disappeared under the poufy hair. “If the Steele brothers have enough money to buy off this town, I assume you have enough to spare to take care of it yourself.”
Hell, maybe he should call his assistant and have him fly in. He’d have this whole damn place whipped into shape within forty-eight hours. Then again, Grif needed him doing exactly what he was doing—holding down the fort on the other coast until things were more settled here.
“What can I help you with, Betty Jane?”
She frowned at his use of her given name and adjusted her purse more securely on her shoulder. “Well, I wanted to talk with you about the state of the benches at Barron’s Park. See, my book club likes to meet over there on Wednesdays, and last week ElmaSue almost landed in the dirt when she sat down on a bench and it collapsed under her.”
What Grif judiciously refrained from pointing out was that ElmaSue Smith was three and a quarter if she was a pound. “That sounds like it’s right up the Parks and Rec director’s alley.” He picked up the phone. “Why don’t I call her and let her know you’ll be over to discuss the situation?”
Betty Jane sniffed again, and Grif was half tempted to offer her a bottle of allergy meds. “That girl, she’s from Chicago.”
Grif waited for her to go on, but apparently she thought that cryptic sentence explained everything. “So I understand.”
Betty Jane huffed. “You can’t possibly believe she’d understand a dad-burned thing about running Southern parks and such.”
He was pretty sure a bench was a bench was a mother friggin’ bench. “What would you like me to do about this situation?”
The older woman’s eyebrows played hide and seek again. “Well, fix it, of course.” When she turned, a cloud of lavender-scented perfume rose around Grif, and he was the one who suddenly needed a dose of Sudafed.
A few hours later, the line had finally dwindled to nothing, but only after three complaints about noisy neighbors, one woman frantic because her cat had been missing since Sunday, and a man who wanted to lobby for legalized prostitution inside the Steele Ridge city limits.
When the door swung open once again, Grif looked up from his makeshift desk with a snarl.
“Whoa,” Aubrey said. “You’ve got your mean face on.”
He rubbed a palm over his forehead. “Sorry.”
“Long day?”
“Why are people crazy?”
“Why is the sky blue?”
“Pretty sure it has something to do with light, some part of the atmosphere, and reflection or refraction.”
She swung her backpack off her shoulders to wedge it in a corner. When she turned back to him, her grin hit him like the sun he’d just been talking about. Carlie Beth had been right when she called their daughter a force of nature. “When I was a little girl, I used to wonder about my dad. If he was handsome. If he was nice. If he was smart like me.”
He leaned back in his chair. “And?”
“Don’t be coy,” she said. “You know you knock number one out of the park. As for number two, most of the time. And three? You somehow got all those people to finally leave you alone, didn’t you?”
“By the grace of God.” He glanced at his phone. “Is it really already after three o’clock?”
“Yep. I would’ve been here sooner, but I figured you wouldn’t okay me skipping out on school a second time.”
“Your mom and I agreed you have to abide by the same rules no matter which of us you’re with.”
“She lets me stay out until one in the morning and eat all the pizza and chips I want.”
“You realize I make a living from confirming truth and rumors, right?”
She shot him a wicked grin. “It was worth a try.”
“No, never negotiate from an inferior position. You should always know what the person on the other side of the table knows. Bluffing rarely works.”
“Does that mean I shouldn’t ever lie?”
Damn. Sticky ground. Like fly paper. “I feel like I should plead the fifth.”
Aubrey laughed and Grif saw so much of Carlie Beth in her that it took his breath. How could he have lived without these two for the past fifteen years? And how the hell would he juggle them with the rest of his life now that he knew about Aubrey? He was starting to dread the flight that would take him back to LA.
The front door opened again, and Grif momentarily toyed with the idea of stabbing himself in the eye with a pencil, but then he realized that although he was tired, he’d also enjoyed fixing things for the crazy citizens of this town. When he heard the familiar jangle of Louise’s key fob, he looked up to find the garage owner from Charlotte. “You brought her back?”
“We did what we could to the exterior, but I can’t get my hands on new seats for a few weeks. Figured you wouldn’t want me to keep her all that time.”
“What is it with men thinking cars are women?” Aubrey muttered.
The garage owner shot her a superior smile, then looked back at Grif. “I took a good look at those gashes in the upholstery to see if I could figure out what someone used to carve them up.”
Grif laughed. “Like a forensic analysis?” Maggie would eat that shit up when he told her about it.
“One of my guys used to be a stocker at a grocery store. Says he’s opened more boxes of beans than you can shake a stick at. He’s pretty sure your vandal used a box cutter.”
Grocery store. First the oil and now a box cutter. Maybe Grif should round up his brothers and go shake down the manager at Hoffman’s Grocery. “Thanks, man.”
“Oh, and I had my upholsterer do a little patch job on the seats to hold you until the other ones come in.” He handed Grif an invoice.
Without glancing at it, Grif said, “Just use the card on file.”
“You got it, and I’ll give you a holler when the seats are on their way.”
Once the garage owner was gone, Aubrey said, “You didn’t even look to see what he charged you.”
“I know what he quoted,” he said.
Aubrey snatched the piece of paper off his desk. “Holy shi—”
He gave her a hard look.
—taki.”
“Nice save.” He strolled to the front window to gaze out at Louise. “Want to take a ride?”
“Can I drive?”
“You’re gonna keep trying, aren’t you?” He looped an arm around Aubrey and led her toward the door.
“Can you blame me?”
“Not a bit.” He unlocked the car and opened the passenger door for her, trying like hell not to look at the stitched-up seats that made Louise look like an automotive interpretation of Frankenstein’s monster.
When he slid into the driver’s seat, he could feel the threads against his back. But he couldn’t worry about ruined leather when there were way more important things at stake than Louise’s upholstery.
They were on the outskirts of Steele Ridge when Grif asked his daughter, “So how would you feel about me dating your mom?”
Grif and Aubrey had been so busy putting together the State of Steele Ridge reception that Carlie Beth had barely seen either of them.
This afternoon, Grif called with an apology, promising he hadn’t forgotten that he asked her to go out with him. “How a town of less than ten thousand people can be this chaotic, I have no idea.”
“Tell you what,” she said, “I’m having Yvonne and Austin over for dinner tonight. Why don’t you come, too? Even if you don’t have much time, you can eat a meal that you didn’t nuke in the microwave.”
“What time?”
When she hung up the phone, she realized she’d smiled and laughed more in the past couple of weeks than she had since she was a kid. All because of Grif.
And when Aubrey came home, she was grinning too, giddy over the event and spending time with Grif. “Mom, he knows Dean and Sam.”
How could she compete with a man who was acquainted with the Supernatural actors? A little piece of Carlie Beth still wanted to be jealous that Grif was so much cooler than she was, but she just didn’t have the heart to give it any attention. So instead, she wrapped her daughter in a hug. “How do you feel about all this, Aub?”
“You mean the suddenly having a dad thing? Or the having-a-dad-who-knows-famous-people thing?”
Carlie Beth nodded against her daughter’s hair. “How would you have felt if you found out your dad worked in a factory or was a farmer?”
“Don’t get me wrong, his social circle is amazing. But I wouldn’t have cared what he did as long as he was Grif Steele.”
“He’s a good man, but he still lives thousands of miles away.”
“He asked me if I minded if he dated you.”
Her heartbeat picking up speed, she asked casually, “And what did you say?”
“That he better treat you right.”
Carlie Beth pulled back and looked directly into Aubrey’s eyes. “It’s normal for kids from divorced families or, in our case, never-married families to hope their parents will get together. Like it will finally make everything in the world right.”
With a sigh, Aubrey said, “Mom, my world was totally right before I found out about Grif. Would it be kinda cool to have a mom and dad who, you know, live in the same house and”—a sly smile transformed her face—“sleep in the same bed? Sure. But I’m not a kid. I know things will either work out on that front or they won’t.”
Her little girl, the Zen philosopher.
The doorbell rang at ten until six, and Carlie Beth ran her arm across her sweaty forehead and said to Aubrey, “Can you grab that?”
As she pulled a pan of lasagna out of the oven, Carlie Beth wondered how Joan Steele had cooked for six kids, four of them boys, for all those years. Because Carlie Beth was a fine cook, but a single casserole seemed to take more out of her than working in her forge all day. She sat the steaming dish on the stove and raced for the fridge. Why did people show up early? Didn’t they know that made the hostess freak out and want to steal away with a bottle of Malbec?
Calm down, Carlie Beth. A dish of pasta isn’t going to make or break your chances with Grif Steele.
When she heard footsteps on the kitchen floor, she swung around with a smile on her face. Worked hard to keep it from faltering when she realized the early guest was Austin instead of Grif. Her apprentice was spit-shined. Hair damp and combed back. Rumpled but freshly washed khakis, thin dress shirt, and—was that?—she blinked. Yes, and a clip-on tie. On the right side of his chin, a piece of toilet paper clung to a spot he’d obviously cut shaving.
“These are for you,” he said, a shy smile touching his lips as he held out a bouquet of fluorescent pink carnations.
“How sweet,” she said. “Thank you.”
Her phone buzzed on the counter. “Can you get that, Aub, while I put these in a vase and get Austin a drink?”
“Iced tea or soda?” she asked him.
His Adams apple shifted up and down. “I don’t guess you have a beer.”
God, sometimes she felt a thousand years old, but she gave him a sympathetic smile. “Not for a nineteen-year-old.”
“Tea then.”
She poured him a glass, then went to the sink to handle the flowers.
Austin cleared his throat and said, “Dave told me he saw you with Grif Steele in Asheville the other night.”
“Which makes me wonder what Dave was doing there anyway.”
“Said he was there to pick up some feed.”
Weird. There was plenty of grass in his pastures and a perfectly good feed store in town.
“Mom?” When Carlie Beth glanced at Aubrey, she found her daughter’s expression as forlorn as it had been when she was ten and she’d thought Carlie Beth had forgotten her birthday. But this time, Carlie Beth didn’t have an after-school surprise party planned. “What’s wrong?”
“He said he can’t make it.”
“Oh.” A block of disappointment sat right down on Carlie Beth’s chest because honestly, there was only one he in their lives now. “Did he say why?”
“Just that something came up.”
They stood shoulder to shoulder at the sink. A little rude to exclude their guest, but this wasn’t anyone else’s business. “Things happen,” she whispered. “Don’t get all upset.”
Lowering her voice too, Aubrey said, “But he promised…”
“And don’t assume this means he can’t be trusted to keep his promises,” she said. “He’s spent a lot of time with us, which makes it easy to forget he’s a very busy man. He’s working two jobs right now.”
“So you don’t think he’s dissing us?”
“I think we shouldn’t make this a bigger deal than it is. We shouldn’t start reading anything into it. Girls have a habit of that, but guys tend to say what they mean. If he said something came up, it was important, okay?”
Aubrey eyed the retina-searing carnations Carlie Beth was stabbing into a vase. “Those are…Wow.”
“Yeah. Hey, do me a favor and go move the other flowers off the dinner table, okay?”
“Don’t want to make Austin’s flowers feel inferior?”
“Men have strangely fragile egos.”
Aubrey rolled her eyes. “I’m starting to think they’re more trouble than they’re worth.”
Although Carlie Beth was half tempted to echo her daughter’s opinion, she said, “Some of them are totally worth the trouble.”
“I’ll remind you of that when I bring home my first bad boy.” She grabbed the vase and headed for their small dining room.
Carlie Beth cleared her throat and turned to face Austin.
“Everything okay?”
“Just a little girl talk,” she said cheerfully.
He glanced toward the door Aubrey had just disappeared through and chuckled. “Kids, huh?”
Carlie Beth squelched the need to shake her head at him. He seemed to have forgotten he was only five years older than her daughter.
He set his tea glass on the countertop. “Can I help with anything?”
“How are you at chopping vegetables for a salad?”
With a boyish grin, he said, “If I can work a drill press, surely I can handle a paring knife.”
“Second drawer on your left.”
Carlie Beth turned to grab the pile of produce, but when she swung around again, Austin was mere inches from her. “Oh!”
Before she could step back, he grabbed her by the shoulders and kissed her. Oh. Lord. Have. Mercy. She tried to wiggle away, but either his nervousness or his fervor had him gripping her like a hawk with a mouse.
She shoved at his shoulder and said, “Austin!” against his lips. When she finally pried his hand and mouth from her, he stood there panting, his eyes dilated and a little wild.
“Carlie Beth, I love you.”
Then came the sound of a low cough and Carlie Beth whirled around, so damn relieved to see her friend standing in the kitchen doorway. She had saved the day, the night, the whole year. “Yvonne!”
“I’m sorry. No one answered the door, so I just…” The other woman was cradling a cake pan, which hopefully held her lemon poke cake. Lord, it was shaping up to be a wine, white chocolate, and lemon poke cake kinda night.
“No, it’s fine,” Carlie Beth babbled. “We were…I was…”
Jesus, her pulse was erratic and not from Austin’s kiss. How was she supposed to handle this? Maybe avoidance was her best bet. She held out her hands for the cake pan. “Why don’t I take that and put it in the other room. Austin, would you get Yvonne a drink?”
She grabbed the pan and bolted. When she rushed into the dining room, Aubrey glanced up. “Mom?”
“Next time I think it’s a good idea to have people over for dinner, remind me of tonight.”
“Why? What happened?”
“Austin kissed me!”
Aubrey’s mouth went slack. “Did you mean for him to?”
“What do you think?”
“Poor Austin.”
“I don’t know what to do. He’s a nice kid, but…”
“But there’s no way you’re interested. He has to know that.”
“By the way his tongue was…Never mind.”
Aubrey made a gagging noise. “Definitely TMI.”
Yvonne poked her head in the room and smiled at Aubrey. “Hey, kiddo. Can I help with…Carlie Beth, you look a little flustered.”
“Just…the heat from the oven. Let me get the food on the table and we can all sit down.” When she returned to the kitchen, Austin had cut the carrots into long slivers, thin enough to see through. His cheeks were red and he wouldn’t meet Carlie Beth’s gaze. “Austin, about what happened before Yvonne walked in—”
“Forget it.”
“We…we work together. Actually, you work for me and—”
“I get it,” he said. “Why settle for a local guy when you can get busy with a California bigshot?”
Carlie Beth hated the thought of having to send Austin to another blacksmith, but if this behavior persisted, she’d have to consider it. She tore lettuce into jagged pieces and tossed them in a bowl along with the paper-thin carrots. The bell pepper would just have to suck it up and go back in the fridge. “Grif Steele has nothing to do with this. Any relationship other than teacher and apprentice between you and me would be completely inappropriate.”
Austin avoided her direct statement. “I’ll carry the salad.”
Needless to say, dinner was awkward, with Carlie Beth and Aubrey trying to make extra small talk while Austin picked at his food and sulked. And if that didn’t say everything there was to say about whether or not he was ready for a romantic relationship of any kind, nothing did.
Yvonne ate her last bite of lasagna and put her fork aside. “That was delicious. Thanks so much, ladies.”
His plate still half-full, Austin pushed away from the table and mumbled, “Just remembered I have to be somewhere.”
“Before dessert?” Aubrey said.
“I’m allergic to chocolate.”
“Let me walk you out,” Carlie Beth offered.
“I know the way.” Then a few seconds later, the front door opened and closed.
“It’s not chocolate. It’s lemon,” Yvonne said, finally making Carlie Beth happy for the first time since she’d heard Grif wouldn’t make it to dinner. “What are you going to do about that, Carlie Beth?”
She laughed. “Eat it.”
With a raised brow, Yvonne drawled. “Not the cake. The kid.”
“Give him a little time to get his pride back together. It’ll blow over.”
“What if it doesn’t?”
She sighed. “Guess I’ll deal with that when I have to. But enough about my problems. How’re things going at the gallery? Any uptick in business since Grif Steele took over as city manager?”
With a nod, Yvonne said, “A little, but I’m hoping it’s a good sign. I’ve actually gotten a few requests for axes lately. One person in particular is interested in a Gotland style. Think that’s something you could work up for the gallery?”
Hmm. Not her normal type of work, but maybe for the handles, she could reach out to the woodworker who’d made Miss Joan’s table. “Let me put some coffee on and we can chat about it over cake.”
By the time the coffee was brewed, Aubrey excused herself from the table with a big piece of Yvonne’s cake, saying she had some homework to finish.
Yvonne watched her carry the plate from the room. “Do you ever regret having her?” she asked Carlie Beth.
Carlie Beth almost dropped a mug of coffee in front of Yvonne and sat her plate down with a clink. “What do you mean?”
“With the quality of your work, you could’ve been huge, showing in galleries all over the world.”
“Who says I won’t still do that?”
Yvonne’s laugh had a condescending edge Carlie Beth had never heard before. “I love my gallery, but I can’t say it’s ever been a jumping-off spot for major talent.”
“I’m happy with my life.”
“Of course you are.” With a slow drag, Yvonne raked her fork tines through the frosting. “Since the gallery is right there on Main Street, I can’t help but notice she’s spending a lot of time with Grif.”
“She’s helping him with the State of Steele Ridge reception.”
“That doesn’t worry you?”
“No, why should it?”
“Madison Henry.”
Indignation scrawled up Carlie Beth’s back, stiffening her spine. “You said yourself he was cleared. He and I discussed the situation and I believe every word he said.”
Yvonne nodded, but it didn’t convince Carlie Beth she was convinced. “What about money?”
“What about it?”
“Not to be crude, but he has a lot more of it than you do.”
“So?”
“So girls Aubrey’s age like things—clothes, makeup, cars.”
“I’ve already told him he’s not allowed to go overboard with her.”
“Then I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Yvonne scooped up a bite of cake and chewed. When she smiled, a tiny piece of lemon glaze clung to her lips, quivered there, then dropped to the table. “Now, about those ax heads.”
Still unsettled by Yvonne’s comments, Carlie Beth deliberately took a breath, scooted her plate to the side, and reached for paper and a pencil. “Tell me what you have in mind.”



CHAPTER 23
“I t’s what?” Grif asked the guy handing him the report. The private lab he’d hired to test the slippery stuff on the climbing wall grips had finally come through.
“A quenchant.”
“Never heard of it.”
“It’s basically an oil or polymer used to temper metals.”
Then what the hell was it doing smeared all over fiberglass climbing holds? “And where would I buy something like that?”
“Lot of online suppliers. Best I can tell this is something called Sure-Quench.” The guy pointed to a line on the lab report.
Griff read the quenchant description aloud. “Often used by knife makers or other craftspeople who work with metal.” He pinned the guy with a stare. “Would that include blacksmiths?”
“I’m no expert, but I’d say yes.”
“Motherfu—”
“I take it this isn’t good news.”
“Not really.”
“Good luck to you, man.”
It was a little after eleven when Grif pulled up in front of Carlie Beth’s house. He sat there in Louise’s less-than-comfortable seat for a few minutes just thinking. Or at least trying to, because the buzzing in his brain made it hard to be rational. His heart hadn’t stopped thumping in a sick rhythm since he left the lab in Charlotte. Because who the hell in Steele Ridge but Carlie Beth or her apprentice would use quenching oil?
Maybe she didn’t believe he was innocent of all the abuse accusations. Maybe she didn’t believe a damn thing he said about anything.
That thought ate at his gut like a pint of mountain moonshine.
But he needed to know the truth, so he shoved his door open without giving a crap that he pushed it to the limit of its hinges and it protested. But before he could make it to Carlie Beth’s porch, the front door swung open and she was squinting at him.
“Grif? I thought you couldn’t make it. Dinner was over four hours ago. Do you want to come in?”
“No. Yes. No.”
“Let it never be said that you’re not a decisive man. There’s still lasagna and cake.”
“I’m not hungry.” The words came out sharp.
“Okay. Not looking to force-feed you. You’re obviously in a pisser of a mood. Something go wrong with the event? It’s a school night, so I don’t want to wake up Aub—”
“I’m not here to chat with Aubrey. I’m here to talk with you.”
She nodded, a hesitant motion, and pointed toward the small porch swing. “We can sit out here.”
Grif tried not to notice how damn cute and rumpled she looked in her shorty pajamas. When she sat on her wicker porch swing and pulled her feet up, he averted his gaze so he wouldn’t be seduced by the sexy line of her hamstring. Instead of taking the space beside her, he leaned against the porch rail and trained his attention over her head. “Tell me about hardening steel.”
“What? Why?”
“Just humor me.”
“Okay. Oils and fats have been used for hundreds of years to harden metals. Of course, blacksmiths back in the day didn’t completely understand why that was. But now, you could read all the ins and outs of heat transfer in academic papers. If you cool too rapidly, the metal, especially steel, can distort or crack. But basically the quenching oil controls the heat transfer, tempering the metal, which reduces that likelihood.”
“So an oil is always used to temper metal?”
“No, some people prefer water.”
“What about you?”
“What about me what?” She grabbed the chain holding up the swing, causing it to lose its smooth track. “Why would you wake me up in the middle of the night to talk about—”
“It’s only eleven-thirty.”
“When you have a kid in school, it’s the middle.” She stared at him as if she’d never seen him before. As if he couldn’t possibly understand the rhythms of being a parent. Goddammit.
“Carlie Beth, what do you and Austin use in your forge to cool and harden metal?” He swiped a hand across his eyes, hating himself for the way he was pushing her, but knowing he had to. If she’d been the one to—damn, he didn’t want to think it. Her apprentice also had access to everything in her forge.
“Now I know exactly what this is about.” She put her feet down on the porch and the swinging came to an abrupt stop. “You got the lab results back.”
“Yes.”
“What was it?”
“Quenching oil. Apparently a kind often used by blacksmiths.”
“And you think Austin…I know he’s acts a little territorial around me, but he’s just a kid with a crush. Besides, I don’t let him temper anything yet—”
"Hell."
Sudden understanding—and hurt—filled her eyes.
She jumped off the swing and squared off with him. If the human eyeballs could mimic death-ray lasers, Carlie Beth’s would’ve laid him out flat in a smoking pile of ash. “All this getting to know Aubrey. All this family time. All this”—her hand waved between them below waist-level—“between you and me was complete pretend, wasn’t it? The whole time, you were just trying to keep us close while you figured out who has it in for you.”
God, when she said it like that, it sounded bad. And it was bad. But her anger didn’t mean he could simply drop this. “Do you or do you not use quenching oil in your forge?”
She was glaring so hard at him that her teeth were actually bared. “I don’t know why you even bothered to ask because you won’t believe what I have to say anyway.” She stalked toward her front door and yanked it open so hard that it bounced off the siding. “So why don’t you go find out for yourself?”
Although he wanted to follow her, explain himself, he didn’t for two reasons. One, because he heard the deadbolt engage approximately three-quarters of a second after the door closed behind her. And two, because she hadn’t answered his damn question.
Still, he stood there on the porch for a few minutes, head down, and rubbed at the back of his neck. None of this shit would be happening if Jonah hadn’t fucked with that contract. Right now, Grif would be home…
Yeah, he’d be home in his professionally decorated LA apartment, still in his office, probably with his phone superglued to his damn ear. On the West Coast, it was too early for his clients to be out stirring up trouble in the nightclubs. So Grif would still be dealing with the daily shit—contracts, deals, hustles.
Somehow, that didn’t sound so damn attractive anymore. Truth be told, it hadn’t for months. But coming back home, finding out he had a daughter, getting involved with Carlie Beth was making him face that truth head-on.
What was happening to him?
Rather than answer his own question, he stepped off the porch and strode around the side of the house. He tried the the forge’s door, but it was locked. He was reaching for the overhead’s handle when someone said, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
Grif turned to find Austin standing there trying to look big and tough. And Jesus, if he’d thought Carlie Beth’s look earlier was a killer, this one would’ve sliced him open and pulled out his guts.
“I asked you a question and I expect an answer.” Whoa. True, Grif hadn’t exactly been a charmer when he met the kid before, but this was more than simple territory marking. This was you’re a fucking douche and I’d as soon shoot you as look at you.
“I need to get something from the forge.”
“Carlie Beth know you’re out here?” Subtext: asshole.
“She’s the one who suggested I come out here.” Okay, maybe suggest was pushing it. “Can you please unlock the door?” It took every bit of self-control Grif had not to get chest to chest with this guy and show him which dog was the alpha.
Austin pulled out a set of keys and pushed by Grif to open up the forge. Once the lights were on, he said, “Now what do you want?”
“Carlie Beth have a quenching tank?”
“Yeah.”
“Where is it?”
“Are you here for a blacksmithing lesson?” Austin’s hostile expression took on a cocky are-you-effing-kidding-me slant. “If so, we do those tours on Neverdays at ten and two.”
Okay, enough, young pup. Grif got right up in the guy’s personal space. “Where’s the fucking quenching tank?”
Austin’s chin angled up, but then he used it to motion to his left. “Over there by the coal forge.”
Yeah, like Grif knew what a coal forge was.
“That vat.” Austin pointed to a large bucket near a metal table with a lip surrounding it. Yeah, he should’ve known because the coal forge was littered with chunks of what looked like black rock. “You know, with the liquid in it.”
It was wrong to want to coldcock someone this bad, so Grif tried to eighty-six the feeling. Then he realized he hadn’t brought a damn thing to put a sample in. “You got a cup or something?”
Carlie Beth’s apprentice sneered, “Maybe you’d like some crumpets with that?”
Grif surged around and grabbed him by the shirt. “What is your problem?”
“You’re my problem, you slick big-city asshole. You stroll into town acting like Carlie Beth should fall at your fancy-shoed feet.”
Grif glanced down at his expensive loafers. What the hell did people have against his damn footwear? Maybe it was time to invest in a new pair of hiking boots. “How is it any of your business what’s between Carlie Beth and me?”
“She’s too good for you.”
Yeah, that was probably true, but that hadn’t ever stopped Grif from going after what he wanted before.
“And she deserves better.”
Ah, so the possessiveness wasn’t about Carlie Beth being his teacher, his mentor. He actually thought he had a chance with her. “You realize you’re closer to Aubrey’s age than Carlie Beth’s, right?”
“Age doesn’t matter.”
Grif leaned forward, took a good look at the guy’s chin. “Maybe not, but I figure she might want a man who’s shaved more than once in his life.”
Total asshole thing to say, but every one of Grif’s buttons had been pushed tonight.
Austin covered his chin. “You fucked everything up. She would’ve noticed me if not for you strutting around town.”
Grif took a deep breath, trying to keep his shit together. In fact, when he got all this oil crap settled, he’d swing back by and invite Carlie Beth’s apprentice out for a beer. Shit, or maybe just a soft drink. “I’m sorry if you feel like I’ve wronged you in some way, but Carlie Beth and I have history. In the form of a fourteen-year-old daughter. Neither you nor I can do a damn thing about that. Now, I need a cup.”
The guy shot him one last glare before stomping across the room and coming back with a battered Solo cup. “Get it and get out.”



CHAPTER 24
T  he guy at the private lab thought Grif was a complete nut job when he called him up around midnight asking to bring in another sample. At first he said no way in hell, but when Grif had offered him a cash bonus to meet him and run the test ASAP, the lab dude had changed his mind, apparently deciding a nut job with money to burn was okay.
So here it was, seven thirty in the morning, and Grif was sitting outside Carlie Beth’s house after wrestling a dolly holding his forgive-me-because-I’m-a-dumbass gift to the foot of her porch steps. But when the front door opened, it was Aubrey who walked out.
“Dad?” She drew back a little and studied him. “What are you doing here so early and why do you look like you slept in your clothes?”
“Is your mom up?”
“Yes, but she wasn’t in a great mood, so—wait a minute, y’all had a fight, didn’t you?”
“It wasn’t a fight exactly. It was more of a—”
“It was something because she forgot to put coffee in the basket and ended up brewing a pot of hot water.”
“Maybe she was—”
“And she drank half a cup before she realized it.”
“Oh.” Yeah, that was pretty damn bad. Maybe he should’ve hit the Mad Batter and picked up a box of pastries before coming here.
“I thought I heard people talking last night.”
“Your mom and I had a little discussion.”
“So I didn’t dream the door slamming.”
He sighed. “No.”
Aubrey slumped down beside him on the porch swing. “I knew it was going too well.”
“What’s that mean?”
“You know, that we were kinda getting our groove as a family. And you and Mom were…um…dating or whatever.”
Yeah, with the way he’d screwed things up, they might not be whatevering again. He took his daughter’s hand, sad that he hadn’t held it when she was a baby. When she was learning to walk. Learning to ride a bike. “I missed a lot. I don’t want to miss out in the future.”
“What’re you saying?”
“I can’t make any promises,” he said. “Because relationships take two people. But I can promise you regardless of what happens between your mom and me, I’m in your life for good now. And as your parents, we’ll learn to do it together.”
Aubrey rested her head against his shoulder, and everything in Grif’s world simply slipped into alignment. “It would be great if the two of you would be together, but I’ll love you both however it works out.” She seemed to realize there was a big wooden stump near the porch steps and laughed. “Is that what I think it is?”
He’d called around for hours trying to find something that would say “I’m sorry” to a blacksmith. He’d gotten lucky—damn lucky—when he woke Randi up in the middle of the night and she mentioned Carlie Beth had been pining for a sturdier anvil stand. “Stupid?” Shit, he should’ve gone for the traditional—chocolate, more flowers, jewelry.
Aubrey’s smile dominated her face, and she hopped off the swing to give him a quick hug. “No, perfect. Which means there’s still hope for you, Grif Steele.” She jumped nimbly off the porch and waved as she headed down the sidewalk.
“Aubrey?” Carlie Beth’s voice came from inside. “What are you doing out there? You need to get to school.” The storm door swung open and she poked her head outside. Her forehead scrunched, and then she spotted Grif and it scrunched even more.
Before she could close the door, he lunged off the swing and caught it. “Hey, I came by to talk with you about—”
“I know you took a sample from my quenching tank,” she said. “Austin told me after you left with it.”
“If you’ll listen to me—”
“You had it tested, didn’t you? Did you also figure out if it was Austin or me who dumped it all over your stupid climbing wall?” Her eyes, with faint violet circles underneath, made her look fragile, but the stubborn set of her lips said she was pissed. And rightfully so. She held out her wrists. “Maybe you should just cuff me. Make a citizen’s arrest and have Maggie haul me off.”
“You could’ve just explained that you use mineral oil instead of a specialized quenching oil. I know neither of you messed with those handholds.”
“But you had to have proof, get confirmation. You couldn’t take my word for it.”
“Carlie Beth, I’m sorr—”
“Did you really think I would hurt you? Slice up your car? What reason would I have…” Her gaze snapped to his. “Oh my God, this wasn’t about me. It was about you.”
“About me being an idiot.”
“No, about you being scared. Because I pose a threat.”
“Listen to me. I know it wasn’t you.”
“Not that kind of threat. An emotional one. You might not be scared of being physically hurt, but Madison Henry really pulled one over on you. And I lied to you way before she did.” Now her shadowed eyes just looked miserably sad.
“But you did it for what you thought were the right reasons.” He caught her hand and drew her outside.
“I thought you didn’t trust me, but the reality is you don’t trust yourself. All this time, I’ve been terrified you’d up and leave. And you’ve been terrified you might be tempted to stay.”
The truth of her statement hit Grif in the gut. He’d spent so much time fighting what was in front of him that he was risking something way bigger than his professional reputation. He was risking his chance at a future. One that made him feel happy and needed instead of just important.
She’d been worried he would leave, which meant she felt something for him. Something big enough to have her running scared, too.
She butted her head against his chest, no doubt able to hear how hard his heart was beating. “Why did you have to come back home?”
“Maybe the universe knows where we’re supposed to be and who we’re supposed to be with much better than we do.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He was pretty sure it meant the universe had decided she was the woman for him. But he wasn’t ready to admit that to himself, much less say it aloud.
His heart full—of regret, hope, and, he half-feared, love—he kissed her. She tasted of coffee and faintly of sweet lemon. And her lips under his were soft and held what he hoped was a first hint of forgiveness. Her skin felt so damn right against his, and he dove in to the kiss, trying to sort out his feelings.
God, he wanted her naked and under him. Wanted to drive her up and push her over. Wanted to hear her whisper the three words that would send him with her.
Wanted it so desperately that he almost didn’t recognize himself.
A casual whistle—a jaunty little tune that sounded like Grif and Carlie Beth sitting in a tree—drifted through the air. Carlie Beth shoved away from him and wiped her mouth with her hand. “I can’t think when you do that.”
They both glanced toward the sidewalk. There stood one of the town’s longtime postmen, shoving envelopes and flyers into Carlie Beth’s mailbox and watching them make out. He lifted his hand in a friendly wave and meandered his way down the street.
“Oh, God,” Carlie Beth groaned. “This’ll be all over town by lunchtime.”
“We’re adults. We’re allowed to kiss one another in public.”
“You don’t just kiss. You make a woman forget who she. Where she is. I do not want my neighbors talking about how Carlie Beth Parrish orgasmed on her front porch in broad daylight.”
Now that sounded like a challenge. “Make-up sex can be excellent.” He reached for her, but she danced away, almost tripping in her haste. With a quick lunge, he grabbed her wrist and kept her upright. “Careful there.”
She must’ve caught sight of his peace offering because she asked, “What is that?”
Crap, the guy he’d bought it off had assured him she’d be ecstatic. “Are you saying you don’t know?”
Her hip cocked out, which also pushed out her breasts. To hell with the neighbors. He could have her screaming inside ninety seconds if he could just get his hands—
“Uh-uh. I don’t know what just went through your mind, but by the look in your eyes, it was dirty.”
“Dirty is good.” He pulled her toward him. “Very, very good.”
“The way you do it, I totally agree. But that’s totally off the table, so explain to me why there’s an oak stump at the bottom of my steps.”
“Because I already bought you flowers.”
“Makes total sense.” But her doubtful expression said otherwise.
“I wanted to say I’m sorry and easy girl gifts aren’t special enough for you.”
“I like flowers. And candy. And stuff.”
He pointed at the stump. “Which would you rather have—a box of chocolate or a chunk of wood to mount your anvil on?”
She took the porch steps two at a time, knelt beside the stump, and ran her hands over its surface. By the possessive nature of her touch, he had his answer. “This is mine?”
“Do you like it?” He followed Carlie Beth and shook his head at himself. When was the last time he’d felt like a fourteen-year-old kid, totally unsure of how to win over a woman?
Probably when he’d been fourteen.
She glanced up at him over her shoulder. “If I take this, does it mean I have to forgive you for even entertaining the idea that I would try to hurt you?”
“If there’s one thing I know, it’s the value of the perfect bribe.”
She came to her feet and propped her hands on her hips. “You don’t play fair.”
“You’re right, Shortcake, I play to win.”
She probably should’ve held on to her mad for a little longer, but Carlie Beth had never been particularly good at all those girl-guy games. They were exhausting and wasted time that would be better spent making things from metal. Eyeing the stump, she asked Grif, “Will you help me get it to the forge?”
But he grabbed her hand. “Before you get distracted playing with your new toy, I want to settle this between us. I’m sorry I doubted you. Will you forgive me?”
He was right. This was serious, and if they were going to go forward in whatever capacity, co-parenting or more, they needed to trust one another. “I’m a grown woman. I can handle the fact that you and I are still circling one another. But Grif, you can’t do something like this to Aubrey. She is so infatuated with you right now, it would crush her to have you doubt her. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“I don’t want to hurt either of you. This is all so damn new to me.”
She went up on her toes and pressed a soft kiss to the corner of his mouth. “We all just do the best we can.”
“Maybe I’m not cut out to be a dad.”
His words held such a hollow misery that she lifted her hands to his face and smoothed them over his cheeks, savoring the scratch of his scruff against her skin. God, the combination of sexual attraction and bone-deep emotion she felt for this man might do her in. She held him still until he met her gaze. “Do you want to be Aubrey’s dad?”
“I am her dad.” The way he said it, all macho and offended, made her smile. Because he didn’t just mean he was biologically responsible, but that he cared. Really cared.
“Then you’d better reconcile yourself to being a big ol’ screwup sometimes. No one has an inside track on this parenting thing.”
“It’s like the ultimate cosmic joke, isn’t it?” Grif curved his hands around her waist.
“I want you to know that I’m committed to being Aubrey’s dad. Carlie Beth, I love that kid.” He huffed a small laugh and shook his head. “Our kid. A month ago, I couldn’t imagine having one. And now, I can’t imagine life without her.”
Oh, how she loved this man… Carlie Beth’s brain went blank. Simply empty.
But it didn’t stay that way for long because the reality slammed through her. She’d fallen in love with Grif Steele. Her baby daddy. Fifteen years after the deed was done.
The pressure on her chest threatened to completely suffocate her.
Carlie Beth breathed, trying to keep the tears that were creeping up on her from escaping. He’d done her in, simply sent her over the edge and made her heart fall at his feet.
What was she supposed to do now?
Because his promise to be a father to Aubrey wasn’t a commitment to be her true partner and lover. And she needed a little space to figure out how to deal with that.
“Carlie Beth?” Grif’s voice seemed to come from down the road. “Are you okay? You went as white as a plumber’s crack.”
That shocked her out of her little panic attack and she coughed out a laugh. “I’m fine, and as long as we’re all trying, everything will fall into place,” she said, hoping it was true. “And now that we’ve kissed and made up, can I please take my new anvil stand out to the forge?”
The smile that crossed Grif’s face was so real, so full of relief that Carlie Beth knew they could make this work. She’d once believed career, money, and ego were everything to him, but the man standing before her valued people and relationships. Valued her.
“Right after this,” he said, and then he put his mouth on hers.
This kiss was different from any they’d shared before. It was full of messages that Carlie Beth tried to interpret. Instead of frantic passion, it tasted like simple affection. Contentment even.
And oh God, was there anything in the world more attractive than a man who honestly liked you?
Grif’s kiss was slow and thorough and devastating in its simplicity. When he finally drew back, she wasn’t sure she could remember her own name.
But she knew that she needed this man. Needed him every day for the rest of her life.



CHAPTER 25
Which was a concept Carlie Beth couldn’t think too hard about right now, so she forced her mouth into a shaky smile. “I need to remember I like that last part of kissing and making up.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll be around to remind you.”
Would he? Would he really?
He tilted the dolly holding the tree stump and headed for the backyard. When she didn’t immediately follow, he glanced back over his shoulder. “Thought you couldn’t wait to get this into your forge.”
“Just thinking of all the ways I’m going to use you. It, I meant use it.”
“Hey, I’m willing to be used. All in the name of art, of course.” Then he winked at her. Winked. From any other man, it would’ve been a cheesy gesture. But somehow, Grif made it look sexy and suave.
This man would kill her yet.
They rounded the house into the backyard, and Carlie Beth’s smile wasn’t shaky anymore. It was so broad, it could’ve juiced up Steele Ridge’s power supply for a year. But when they approached the forge, it faltered. “It’s not locked. Austin has his own key, but he’s never forgotten to lock up after himself.”
Grif’s expression turned sheepish. “He might’ve been distracted last night.”
“Why?”
“Because I came out here and we kinda…”
“Locked horns like idiots? So help me God, if you’ve cost me the best apprentice I’ve ever had, I will…I don’t know what, but it won’t be pretty.”
“I’ll apologize to him, too.”
She hoped that was even an option. Austin had been in such a state when he stomped out after dinner last night. And he’d been absolutely right about Carlie Beth being head-over-heels for Grif. She couldn’t change that.
And wouldn’t even if she could.
Grif edged her away from the door and lowered the dolly. “Let me check it out.”
His words almost stopped her heart, making her realize that if Austin left the place open, all her tools and projects could be gone. But if that were the case, surely she would’ve heard something last night. And who in Steele Ridge would do something like that anyway? “I’m sure everything’s fine—”
“If you won’t agree to stay right here, I’ll lock you in your house.”
“You’ve lost your mind. I guess that’s what you’ll say to Aubrey when she wants to date.”
His eyes went squinty and mean. “That’s a conversation for another time. But I can definitely see the appeal of cleaning my guns when boys come calling.”
He had her so off balance that Carlie Beth didn’t immediately follow him when he slipped inside the forge. They really needed to discuss what he was thinking. He kept dropping little pictures of the future into their conversations, but she wasn’t sure what to make of them.
She grabbed the door and the hinges squeaked, immediately giving her away.
“Don’t come in here,” Grif ordered, his voice as hard as titanium. “Go get your phone and call Maggie.”
“What’s—”
“Now.”
She might’ve admitted to herself that she was in love with this man, but if he thought he would become the boss of her, he was out of his ever-loving mind. Carlie Beth swung the door wide and stalked inside. Austin had remembered to turn off the lights, but the windows on either side of the building let in sunlight, illuminating Grif’s back where he was crouched over something on the floor.
“What did they take?”
He glanced up and pinned her with a stare she couldn’t interpret. “I said to get the goddamn phone and call Maggie.”
“Don’t you have your cell phone? Why should I—” Her words were cut short when she strode forward and caught a glimpse of what Grif was shielding on the floor. Thin white fabric. “Austin was wearing that shirt last night.” That’s when she noticed the ladder not far away. “Oh my God, Grif. Is he hurt? What happened?” She hurried forward, but Grif swung an arm out, stopping her forward progress.
“Don’t touch anything.”
“Is he conscious? Emergency services will want to know." He was right. She had to get the phone because if Austin was hurt, she had to get help right away. “We need to give him CPR!”
Grif swiped a hand across his eyes and hung his head. “Why couldn’t you have listened and stayed outside?” He shifted slightly so Carlie Beth could see Austin’s full form. “We’re too late for CPR.”
Carlie Beth’s already shallow breaths stuck in her lungs. Because the fall from the ladder she’d been imagining was nothing compared to the scene on the floor of her forge.
Her apprentice was sprawled, blood crusted around a puncture wound on his temple and arms extended from his sides, with railroad spikes rammed through both his palms and his throat.
This wasn’t an accident.
It was murder.
Grif had tried like hell to get Carlie Beth off her own property once Maggie and her deputies showed up on the scene. But the damn woman wouldn’t leave. Just stood there and watched while the place was photographed and picked over. Watched when they carried her apprentice’s body out in a bag.
Of course, the town grapevine was working like a champ, and people started to gather on the sidewalk in front of her house within fifteen minutes of the 911 call. Thank God that contingent included his brothers and they handled crowd control.
Once Maggie’s people had cleared the scene and there was nothing else to gawk at, folks began to meander away. But they would gossip over beer and dinner and dessert.
Although he’d hated to bring her into the ugliness, Grif had called his mom and asked her to come sit with Carlie Beth. But she hadn’t been able to talk her into moving farther than a brick planter in the backyard. When Grif walked out of the forge and caught his mom’s eye, she immediately stood and reached for Carlie Beth’s hand. “Sweetheart,” she said, “why don’t we go pick Aubrey up from school and take her out to my house?”
The dazed expression on Carlie Beth’s face cleared slightly and she scrambled for her phone. “Is it that late already?”
“Last bell will ring in ten minutes, and I don’t think you want her to come home to see…”
When Carlie Beth’s gaze rose to meet his across the lawn, the complete devastation in her eyes tugged at something deep in Grif’s chest. Why couldn’t he have shielded her from this? He wanted to wrap his arms around her, comfort and protect her, yet after what he’d found in her forge, he felt dirty. Unworthy.
Like he’d somehow been responsible for what had happened to that boy. Jesus, what if he’d been the last person to see him alive before…
Before whoever had done that to him.
This was personal. That much was obvious. Someone had brought death and terror into Carlie Beth’s home. And fuck-all if Grif would let someone get away with that. He fortified himself with a long, slow breath, then walked across the grass to Carlie Beth and his mom.
“She’s right, Shortcake. You need to pick up Aubrey and go back to Tupelo Hill. Get to her before someone tells her what happened here today.”
“I…I don’t know how to tell her.”
Grif took her hands, turned them palm up and looked at the lines and whorls there. So damn capable. But even these hands couldn’t handle everything alone. “We’ll talk with her together, if that’s okay with you.”
Without a tug from him, she slid her arms around his waist and rested her head against his chest. When he wrapped her in a hug, it became more than clear to him that he never wanted to let her go. Above Carlie Beth’s head, he met his mom’s speculative look. He nodded once and that seemed to satisfy her.
He wasn’t sure what they’d just communicated, other than the fact that he would never let Carlie Beth handle life alone ever again. He tightened his hold and kissed the top of her head, letting her apple scent soothe him. “Give me a half hour to meet you out there.”
“What are we going to do about it?”
We. That had to be one of the most powerful words in the world. So as much as he might want to tell her that she’d be staying out of this situation with Austin’s death, he knew that was a lost cause. “We’ll be having a big Steele family powwow this evening.”
She looked up, and her beautiful eyes were glossed with tears that unmanned him. “Will it scare you to death if I say I don’t know what I’d do without you right now?”
“No,” he said, his voice husky. “Because I don’t know what I’d do without you, either.”
“Sweetheart,” his mom said, “we need to leave now to get Aubrey.”
With obvious reluctance, Carlie Beth backed out of Grif’s hold. “Half hour?”
“Count on it.”



CHAPTER 26
C arlie Beth felt like a sleepwalker trudging up the sidewalk toward the middle school’s front door. Even more so when the final bell rang and kids streamed by her chattering and laughing.
Didn’t everyone understand the world had changed today?
“Mom, what’s wrong?” Aubrey said the second she spotted Carlie Beth. “You look bad.”
Carlie Beth forced a little laugh, but it was hollow and tinged with panic. “Wow, thanks. Why don’t you let me carry that?” She took Aubrey’s backpack and led her toward the car where Joan was waiting for them. If Aubrey didn’t have her bag, she wouldn’t have access to her phone, which meant no texts or social media updates about Austin’s death before Carlie Beth was ready to break the news.
When Aubrey spotted her grandmother, her face brightened. “Are we doing something with Miss Joan?”
“We’ve been invited out to her house for…” Carlie Beth’s brain didn’t have the wherewithal to make up a decent lie.
“Supper?”
“Yeah.”
Aubrey stopped in the parking lot and turned to Carlie Beth. “You know I love Miss May, right?”
If there was ever proof of a benevolent God, this was it. A girl who loved a woman who so often acted uncharitably. She reached out and pushed a strand of Aubrey’s hair behind her ear, mostly to settle herself. “Absolutely.”
“Do you think Miss Joan would mind if I called her something more…I don’t know…grandmother-like?”
Oh, this had been such a horrid day. And as always, without even realizing it, Aubrey had managed to bring a ray of sunlight back into it. Carlie Beth hugged her daughter hard. “Why don’t you ask her?”
When they climbed in Joan’s car, Aubrey settled into the backseat. “Miss Joan?”
“Yes, sweetheart?”
“I was wondering…” Aubrey glanced at Carlie Beth and must’ve seen what she needed because she continued, “…would you mind if I called you something else? I mean, all the kids around town call you Miss Joan, but since I’m your…” She faltered again.
Joan turned to face the backseat. “Since I’m your grandmother, you mean?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She took Aubrey’s hand and squeezed it. “Did you have something in mind?”
“I thought maybe Grammy.”
“I’ve always wanted to be a Grammy,” Joan said, and the smile she shined on Carlie Beth made it clear she’d forgiven her for keeping her granddaughter a secret all these years.
As soon as they made it out to Tupelo Hill, Joan ushered Aubrey inside and told Carlie Beth, “Why don’t you enjoy the front porch for a few minutes while my granddaughter and I rustle up a snack for everyone?”
What Carlie Beth really felt like doing was crawling under the covers, with Grif curled around her, and never coming out again. But that wasn’t an option right now, so she settled onto a swing big enough for a family of five, savoring the feel of the thick cushion under her.
She gave it one push and let the momentum rock her, the chains squeaking slightly with each back and forth. But it couldn’t soothe away her troubled thoughts about Austin. Why would someone kill him? She couldn’t imagine he’d brought it on himself. At heart, he’d been a good kid with a love for alternative music and a talent for working with his hands.
Maggie had made it clear she would contact Austin’s parents, but Carlie Beth would follow up with a phone call of her own. Although he had legally been an adult, he was still their child, and they’d entrusted her with him. The guilt of that alone was eating her up.
Within a few minutes, Britt’s truck pulled up and three of the Steele brothers stepped out, momentarily distracting her from her circling thoughts. But the only brother who did it for her—mind, body, and heart—wasn’t here yet. Britt, Jonah, and Reid trooped up the porch steps. Britt gave her a nod and went inside. But Jonah and Reid came toward her, neither of them smiling. Jonah sat on her left, and Reid flanked her on the right, setting the swing in motion again with his weight. He wrapped one beefy arm around her shoulders and pulled her in to his side.
It felt nothing like being in Grif’s arms, which was a combination of comfort and pure stimulation. Reid’s hug was like a big brother’s and she soaked in his strength and steadiness.
“You gonna be okay?” he asked.
“I’m a tough girl.”
He patted her shoulder. “Death makes us all pussies.”
Jonah snorted in clear disgust. “Someone needs to install a filter between your brain and your mouth.”
“Shit,” Reid muttered. “I mean…”
But Reid’s social incompetence was exactly what Carlie Beth needed. “I get what you’re saying. I’m just sick over having to tell Aubrey. We have to live in that house and I have to work where…” Carlie Beth swallowed down her sudden nausea. “I just don’t want her to be scared.”
Reid said, “Do you trust Grif?”
“Of course.”
“And he told you we’d handle this, right?”
“What does that mean exactly?”
Before he could answer, Grif came driving up, not in Louise but in the minivan. And even as shell-shocked as Carlie Beth was, that made her smile. When Grif got out and pocketed the keys, his gaze arrowed on his brothers. “I’m five minutes late and you two boneheads move in on my girl?”
“She finally figured out she prefers a real man. You know, one who can’t pluck his eyebrows while looking into the reflection coming off his shoes.” With that trademark grin, Reid yanked Carlie Beth closer, almost suffocating her in the process.
“Better than having to pluck my ass hairs,” Grif said mildly.
That cracked them all up, a much-needed moment after the day they’d had, and Grif was smiling as he strolled across the porch and hooked a thumb at his brothers. “Move before I have to hurt you both.”
Reid gave Carlie Beth a squeeze and pushed off the swing, making it sway wildly. Once his brothers disappeared inside the house, Grif settled beside her. “Sorry about those two.”
“I think they’re sweet.”
With a snort, Grif leaned his head on the back of the swing. “Not a word I’d ever associate with my brothers.”
She’d been so shaken by Austin’s death that she hadn’t considered that the situation had also thrown Grif off balance, but now she could see the exhaustion lines around his eyes and mouth. Needing to provide the comfort he so obviously needed, she ran a hand down his chest to rest against his heart.
His thoughtful, protective heart.
It thumped reassuringly against her palm.
“Do you know what I see when I look at you and your brothers?”
He gave her a mock glare from the corner of his eye. “You shouldn’t be looking at my brothers.”
“I see four men who were raised right. You take care of your mom. You take care of each other. For God’s sake, you take care of this town. A town three of you haven’t lived in for years.”
Grif covered her hand with his bigger one, pressing it closer to his heart. “It’s home.”
His simple statement made emotion clog Carlie Beth’s throat. “I see four men who protect the people and things they care about.”
“Damn right. I know some people think we’re a big bunch of arrogant assholes. But if Jonah, Reid, and I hadn’t left, we wouldn’t be able to help people around here the way we can.”
“You’re right.”
“And the best way I know how to take care of people is to keep doing what I’m good at.”
“You mean being a sports agent.” What he didn’t realize was that his gift wasn’t winning big deals for big money. It was solving problems and taking care of people, making sure they had an advocate in their corner.
“It’s made me a pretty well-off guy.”
“Do you love the work?” Because she couldn’t imagine a world where she didn’t love what she did.
He blew out a breath and stared at the porch ceiling. “I’m damn good at it.”
Carlie Beth knew in some ways they were both avoiding the reality of Austin’s death. But this was a conversation they needed to have. She needed to have. Because she needed to understand just how much she’d jeopardized her heart by loving a man who loved a different lifestyle.
“Mom?”
Carlie Beth refocused on the front door to find Aubrey leaning out, looking at her and Grif with hungry eyes. Eyes hungry for a real family. “Yeah, baby?”
“Grammy has cookies ready.”
“Grammy?” Grif asked.
Aubrey dipped her head slightly. “She said I could decide what I wanted to call her.”
“Think the cookies can wait a few minutes?” He scooted over and patted the empty spot he’d made between Carlie Beth and him. “Your mom and I need to talk with you.”
Eyes sparking with excitement, Aubrey let the front door crash closed behind her and she dashed over to squeeze between them. The emotion that had threatened to choke Carlie Beth a few minutes ago swamped her. Simply cut off her ability to draw a full breath because her daughter looked so happy.
And they were about to snuff out that light.
She took her daughter’s hand. “Aub, we’ve got something serious to tell you.”
“I knew it!” She threw her arms around Carlie Beth. “You’re getting married.”
Looking over her shoulder, Carlie Beth caught sight of Grif’s oh shit expression. Oh shit because they were about to destroy Aubrey’s excitement? Or oh shit because marriage was not on his to-do list? Ever.
She pulled Aubrey’s arms from around her shoulders and looked into her eyes. Like a Band-Aid, Carlie Beth. Just rip the damn thing off. “Austin is dead.”
Eyes wide, Aubrey jerked back, almost head-butting Grif in the process. “What?”
Grif took Aubrey’s hand. “Your mom and I found him in the forge this morning. We didn’t want you to hear about it from someone else.”
Her eyes dull, she asked, “What happened?”
Now Grif shot Carlie Beth a look that said he was out of his depth.
She pushed off the swing and took a deep breath before facing her daughter. “Someone killed him.”
“Killed?” Aubrey’s panicked gaze darted between Carlie Beth and Grif. “You mean on purpose? Like…m-murder?”
She’d been hoping to avoid that word, but she nodded once.
“In our backyard?” Aubrey asked.
Carlie Beth knelt in front of her daughter, placing both hands on her knees. “I know this is scary, but—”
“Someone came on our property and took Austin’s life.” Aubrey’s volume went up with each word. “Who the hell do they think they are? We should hunt them down and—”
“Whoa, whoa there,” Grif cut in on her tirade. “There is no we. You need to know what happened, but that’s the extent of your involvement in this situation, young lady.”
For the first time, Carlie Beth witnessed her daughter turning on her father. “Are you really young lady-ing me? You don’t get to do that. Who gave you the right to act like you can tell me what to do? Austin was my friend. I cared about him. And someone needs to do something about this.”
Although he looked taken aback at the force of Aubrey’s anger, Grif said quietly, “Someone will.”
“Just not me.”
“You’re a girl,” he said. “This isn’t your fight to fight.”
“So you’ll just let Sheriff Kingston deal with it?”
Grif swallowed. Yeah, Aubrey had him there. Because Carlie Beth knew there was no way on God’s green earth the Steele brothers would walk away from something like this. “That’s not for you to worry about.”
Aubrey jumped off the swing and glared at Grif. “You…you…don’t think anyone else can possibly fix things the way you can. You know what? We did just fine without you.” She whirled around and stormed back into the house.
“She didn’t mean that,” Carlie Beth said quietly. “She’s just scared and upset.”
“But she’s not wrong.” His heart felt bruised from the force of his daughter’s anger. “I could go back to LA and the two of you could return to being the tight little family you were before I bullied my way into your girl world.”
She ran a light hand down his arm and linked her fingers with his. “How do you like it when you feel helpless?”
“Not at all,” he said. “But I’d rather her be angry with me than risk her safety.”
“Welcome to the Catch-Twenty-two of parenthood.” She tugged on his hand. “Now, your brothers are waiting for us inside.”
“Maybe you should—”
“If you’re about to suggest I go help your mom and Aubrey in the kitchen, stop right there. Leaving a fourteen-year-old girl out of the loop is one thing. But this is my home and business we’re talking about.”
“Fine.” But it wasn’t fine. He wanted to take her and Aubrey upstairs to one of the four bedrooms and lock them up like Rapunzel.
His brothers were already inside Jonah’s office, and Reid was busy screwing a massive whiteboard into the wall.
“Mom’s gonna have a shit-fit,” Grif told him.
“That’s too bad,” he muttered back. “Because we have a killer to catch.”
Britt drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair he was seated in. “Forgive me for stating the obvious, but isn’t that Maggie’s job?” Both Grif and Reid glared at their older brother. “Just trying to keep you out of trouble.”
“We don’t need a conscience right now, Tarzan,” Reid said, looking around the room at each of them. “Okay, what do we know?”
“Austin was killed on my property,” Carlie Beth said, her voice small and thin.
Reid was busy scratching out completely illegible words on the whiteboard.
“Dammit, we can’t read a word of that.” Jonah bolted out of his chair and snatched up a dry erase marker. “Besides, you’re making a list and this calls for a mind map. You reason and I’ll write.” He printed Austin Burns on the board and drew a circle around it.
“The kid was working late last night,” Grif said. “And I talked with him out at the forge.”
Reid paced from wall to wall. “What time?”
“About midnight.”
“What did you talk about?”
Oh, hell. He hadn’t told his brothers about the lab report yet. Grif blew out a sigh. “The oil on the climbing wall turned out to be a quenchant.”
“What the hell is that?” Reid demanded.
“It’s used to temper metal,” Carlie Beth explained.
“So you use it in your forge?”
“No.” She didn’t glance at Grif, which just made him feel like more of an asshole for even thinking she could’ve been the culprit. “I use plain old mineral oil.”
Jonah drew some more circles around the new info.
“Do you know if Austin had any enemies?” Reid asked. “Anyone who’d want to get back at him for something. Ex-girlfriend, maybe?”
“He never mentioned anyone,” she said. “In fact, he…”
“He what?” Grif asked.
“Well, he came to dinner last night and when he left, he wasn’t too happy.”
“Because of me?”
“Apparently, he developed a little crush on me over the past few months. He…uh…” Carlie Beth’s face wore a wash of pink.
“What did he do?”
“He kissed me.”
“That little—”
Carlie Beth raised her brows at him. “Surely you remember what it’s like to be nineteen and full of yourself. Oh, wait. You were eighteen and full of yourself.”
Reid rolled in his lips like he wanted to add to the conversation, but for once, he showed some restraint. “Mags is gonna come talk to you both.”
“That’s fine,” Grif said. “Because we know neither of us did it.”
“Lot of other weird stuff going on around here lately,” Britt drawled, nodding toward Jonah’s map about the quenching oil. “Grif’s fall off the climbing wall.”
Jonah sketched more circles. “And someone messing up Louise.”
Yeah, that still made Grif’s stomach hurt. “The vandalism out here at the complex.”
“Any other crimes that y’all can think of without us having to ask Maggie?”
Carlie Beth raised her hand as if she were in a grade-school classroom. “What about Roy Darden?”
Reid’s eyes narrowed as he looked at her. “His death was ruled an accident.”
“That was before all the rest of this shit went down,” Grif said, a bad feeling creeping over him.
“Hey, guys,” Jonah said. “I think this mind map is working.”
“You come up with something?” Reid asked.
“Yeah, but you’re not gonna like it.” Jonah’s body was shielding the whiteboard as he wrote and drew another circle. When he stepped back, all the other circles bore arrows pointing to the big oval in the middle. And inside there were two words.
Carlie Beth.



CHAPTER 27
Son of a bitch. Grif stood in the middle of Jonah’s office just staring at all the circles, hoping he would see a connection that his little brother hadn’t. But the Baby Billionaire hadn’t become richer than sin because he was an idiot and overlooked things. He’d made a stack of cash because he was so fucking smart he made other people look like slobbering idiots.
Carlie Beth wrapped a hand around Grif’s biceps.
“He’s right,” she said.
“Reid, we need security now. Yesterday.”
“I’ve got some guys I can call to patrol the house.”
“Jonah, can you take some pictures of the board? There’s no way in hell we’re leaving Maggie out of this. We need all the help we can get. We have to catch this bastard before he moves on Carlie Beth.”
“You don’t think—” she started.
“The only thing I’m thinking right now is that I want you and Aubrey safe.” He hadn’t planned for them to return to their house tonight regardless, but now, they wouldn’t be returning there for the foreseeable future. “You’ll be sleeping at my place tonight.”
Carlie Beth looked up at him. “Have you forgotten that you have one bed and a sofa we already determined is questionable?”
Damn.
“You can stay out here,” Jonah said.
“I don’t want to put your mom out.”
Grif took Carlie Beth by the shoulders and turned her toward him. “You’re not going back to your house. If y’all need some of your stuff, I’ll pick it up.” And first thing tomorrow morning, he was going out and buying a houseful of fucking furniture. He wanted his family with him. Under his protection. “I don’t want you back in your forge or out on any jobs alone until we figure out who this guy is. You so much as step outside onto the porch, and you’d better have one of us with you. Same goes for Aubrey.”
“What about school?”
“I’ll send her with a damn bodyguard if I have to.” The thought of someone putting their hands on his daughter made his blood boil through his veins.
“I still can’t believe someone is hurting people because of me.”
“We’ll figure it out.” He sealed his words with a kiss, one full of promise. Carlie Beth’s mouth was so sweet, but he tasted heartache on her tongue. “Finding this guy is my top priority. Nothing else.”
“Ah…Grif?” Jonah went to the closet and pulled out two suit bags with the name of an Asheville formalwear store on them. “Did you forget about the State of Steele Ridge reception this week?”
“Dammit. I can’t think about that right now. The last thing I have time for is town politics.”
“You’ll lose any ground you’ve made with the business owners if we don’t follow through on this,” Jonah said. “Besides, it’ll give you a chance to scope out all the people who might have it out for you.”
“We decided this”—he gestured toward the whiteboard—“was about Carlie Beth.”
“Nothing happened before you hit town.”
“Nothing happened before you bought the damn town, you mean.” He spared a glance at the black bag in his brother’s hand. “So help me God, if you tell me you rented me a tuxedo from off the rack I will—”
“Mom called your tailor. Don’t worry, no one else has sweated his balls off in your tux. This one was made to order.” Jonah shot a pointed look at Carlie Beth. “And please tell me you have a date.”
Her mouth opened and she backed up several steps. “Uh…no. No thank you,” she told him. “I don’t do dress-up events. Besides, I don’t have anything to wear.”
Grif said, “I’ll buy you—”
Carlie Beth shot him a look hotter than the coals in her forge. “Money’s already gotten you in trouble once. Besides, I haven’t been asked.”
Ah, so his beautiful tomboy wanted to be romanced, did she? What a hell of a time for it, amid all the chaos right now. But he was more than happy to give her what she wanted. So Grif took her hand and bowed over it. “Would you do me the honor of accompanying me to the State of Steele Ridge reception?”
“Is this like a real date?”
He smiled up at her, knowing damn well his expression was both smug and wolfish. “This, Carlie Beth Parrish, is absolutely a real date.”



CHAPTER 28
G rif was forcing himself to stay busy—finalizing his economic development plan for the city—so he wouldn’t storm into Maggie’s office and demand to know what was going on with the investigation into Austin’s death. That hadn’t, however, kept him from calling her multiple times a day.
His ear was still ringing from the frustrated lashing she’d given him. “Dammit, Grif, stay out of my investigation and do your own damn job before I’m tempted to commit murder myself.”
Fine. It was time to pick up Aubrey from school anyway. And he’d only agreed to let her go back on the conditions that she was never alone and that he would be the one to drive her to and from. He grabbed a jacket to protect against the rain that had blown into town. Which meant when he arrived, the carpool lane was so backed up that the parking lot was a snarl of cars, trucks, and SUVs.
He’d been shortsighted on the minivan purchase. He should’ve bought something with all-wheel drive. “To hell with it,” he muttered to himself and turned the wheel to hop a curb and drive over a patch of newly sprouted grass and back onto the asphalt. A glance in the rearview told him he’d probably be paying for some new flowerbeds after the next school board meeting.
What the hell ever.
As he got out and hurried toward the building’s glass doors, he saw Aubrey wave from inside. He raised his hand in return, but realized her gesture hadn’t been for him when she pushed open the door and ran toward a red Subaru.
How many times had he told her not to go anywhere alone and to stay inside that building? And hadn’t he made it clear to the principal that he’d have his ass if anything happened to Aubrey while she was on school property?
“Aubrey!” Grif bellowed. But with all the rain and traffic and people, his words were swallowed up. His damn Gravati loafers didn’t have the best traction, but he when he saw his daughter lean inside the car’s open window, he put on an extra burst of speed, internally cussing his choice of ineffective footwear.
Closer now, he shouted again, “Dammit, Aubrey, get the hell away from there.”
Yeah, that reduced the noise level around him a little, and his daughter glanced up, her eyes going wide. “Dad, I—”
Grif yanked open the driver’s door and grabbed an arm.
“What’re you doing?” Aubrey called.
Still glaring at his daughter over the top of the car, he wrestled the driver out of the car. “Let me see your face, you son of a…”
That’s when he realized the arm he held seemed small, and he glanced down at the person he’d manhandled onto the sidewalk. Shit.
Aubrey raced around the front of the car. “Have you lost your mind?”
Apparently. He released Yvonne’s arm so quickly that she stumbled to the side and smacked her hip against the open door. He tried to catch her, but she shifted away, her eyes full of distrust.
“God, I’m sorry. I thought…”
Yvonne rubbed at the spot above her elbow where he’d grabbed her and gave him a sickly smile. “After hearing about what happened to Austin, I just wanted to check on Aubrey. I never meant to scare either of you.”
His hand shaking, Grif rubbed a palm across his forehead. “Let me see your arm. I pulled you out of there pretty hard. Maybe I should drive you to the clinic.”
“I’m fine.”
Aubrey scooted by him to wrap her arms around Yvonne, then turned a glare on him. “I’m not stupid. I knew it was her.”
“Still, I told you to stay inside.”
“You may not remember this,” Aubrey said, “but my mom and I aren’t princesses you can lock up in some tower. We took care of ourselves for a lot of years just fine without you.”
“Those years are over. Forever.”
Carlie Beth was a wreck. Had to be because she was basically trapped out at Tupelo Hill. Ha. Trapped on twenty thousand acres. Not that she had access to more than a handful of them.
Or maybe she was a wreck because she had nothing to wear to a formal event. Who did that kind of thing in Steele Ridge?
No, that was probably the wrong question.
People hadn’t done that kind of thing in Canyon Ridge. But times had changed with the Steele Brothers taking charge.
No one in this town would ever be the same again.
Especially not Carlie Beth.
She was picking through the meager wardrobe of dresses she’d had Grif pick up for her when there was a knock at her door.
“Come in.”
Aubrey walked in and eyed the outfits strewn across the full-size bed. “None of those are nice enough.”
Carlie Beth wanted to roll her eyes the way her daughter did sometimes, but she restrained herself. “I know, but shopping isn’t in the cards today.”
“I hear we have visitors!” A teasing feminine voice came from the hallway and Evie poked her head inside the room. Although she wore a smile, her troubled eyes made it clear Joan had already filled her in on what had happened to Austin. Evie came farther into the room and studied the pile of clothes. “What’s up?”
“I’m no longer allowed to go to the State of Steele Ridge reception.” Aubrey shook her head in disgust. “Plus Mom has a date with Dad, she has nothing to wear, and we can’t shop.”
Evie waved them across the hallway. “C’mon over to Evie’s House of Fashion and we’ll see if we can hook you up.”
When she opened the double doors to the closet, Carlie Beth and Aubrey both stood there gaping. Although filled from side to side on two rows, the space was immaculately organized.
“It’s color coordinated,” Aubrey breathed, her admiration clear.
Evie turned to Carlie Beth and must’ve caught her puzzled look because she said, “I worked part-time at La Belle Style in town before I started my nursing clinicals. The owner, Brynne, hooked me up with clothes.” Her smile was slightly chagrined. “And Grif takes me shopping a couple of times a year when he flies me out to LA to visit.”
“You’ve seen where he lives?” Aubrey asked.
“Yep, and it’s nothing like Steele Ridge.”
The slightly sick feeling Carlie Beth had been carrying around all day flared. Here she was, stressed about a little dress-up event and Grif probably did this kind of thing every day of the week.
“His condo is in Westwood,” Evie elaborated. “Very modern and slick.”
Again, nothing like Carlie Beth’s decor of retro real-life.
“I can’t wait to see it,” Aubrey said. “Maybe this summer.”
With cheerful efficiency, Evie began to pull dresses out of the closet one by one, laying them over the bed and hanging them from the window trim. She motioned Carlie Beth forward and held a shimmery green dress against her. “Hmm. Pretty, but so cliché.”
Then she chose a short red thing that Carlie Beth was pretty sure would show her underwear.
Evie shook her head. “Definitely washes you out.”
Thank Jesus.
Maybe Evie had a denim skirt. The thought made Carlie Beth chuckle.
“Mom,” Aubrey said in a warning tone, “whatever you’re thinking, stop.” She told Evie, “I never let her go shopping without me. The one time I did, she came home with a stack of jeans from the boys’ section and shirts she bought from the tractor supply store.”
“I’ll have you know I bought that gray hoodie I love in the girls’ department.”
“See what I mean?”
“Ooh, I’ve got it,” Evie muttered and reached for a waterfall of fabric that at first glance looked black, but when she pulled it from the closet, it changed in the light, becoming a flash of bronze.
“He is going to swallow his tongue,” Evie said.
Aubrey laughed. “That sounds kinda gross.”
Carlie Beth got a good look at the dress’s neckline and backed away. “Uh-uh. No. I don’t do”—she waved a hand up and down—“that.”
“This is the dress,” Evie insisted. “I got a deal on it at the boutique. Haven’t even worn it yet. See, the tags are still on it.”
“Then save it for a special occasion,” Carlie Beth said. “You know what, I’ll just tell Grif—”
“Strip,” Evie ordered.
“Excuse me?”
“Don’t make me wrestle you to the ground. A girl doesn’t grow up with four brothers without learning a few tricks. Now, down to your underwear.”
Evie’s blue eyes were filled with determination, and Carlie Beth knew she could either drop her pants or risk not making it out of this room alive. So she reached for her T-shirt and pulled it over her head. And knew immediately what Evie’s tongue cluck and Aubrey’s groan were about.
“I happen to like wearing a sports bra.”
“It’s a good thing you can’t wear a bra of any kind with this dress.”
Yeah, probably not, since the dress would show her belly button.
Once she extricated herself from her bra, Carlie Beth ditched her pants and Evie unzipped the dress. While Aubrey supervised from her perch on the bed, Evie held the dress for Carlie Beth to step in. And oh, what was this made of? The fabric was cool and sleek against her skin, eliciting a shiver as Evie lifted the dress and hooked the bodice around her neck, leaving at least half of her back bare. The skirt swept the floor like something from a fairytale.
Well, a slightly wicked fairytale.
“Come look in the mirror,” Evie told her.
“Mom, you look amazing.”
Carlie Beth shot her daughter a smile. “Thanks.” Then she caught her reflection. Even with her hair in an anti-glamorous ponytail, the sight of herself in this beautiful, shimmery dress stole her breath. “It’s gorgeous, Evie.”
Evie stood behind her, also reflected in the mirror, and grinned. “No, you’re gorgeous. One shot and he’s a goner.”
Aubrey bounced on the bed. “I just met him, so I’d like him to stay alive a little longer.”
“We’ll do CPR,” Evie told her.
The mention of the lifesaving technique made Carlie Beth’s chest tight with grief for Austin. His parents had been devastated. Although it was tough, she tried to remember that death always, always gave the living a gift. This time, it was a reminder to grab life and hang on to it.
Watching Evie and Aubrey together, Carlie Beth felt a bittersweet ache. How had she never realized how much her daughter needed a family? One bigger than the two of them.
Carlie Beth twisted her torso to get a look at the side of the dress and a breeze wafted across skin it shouldn’t have been able to waft across.
Aubrey laughed and fell back on the bed, and Carlie Beth looked down at herself to find, sure enough, that her left boob had popped clean out of the so-called bodice. Quickly, she pulled the fabric, what there was of it, over her breast. “See, this won’t work. One reach for an appetizer and I’ll send Mayor Hackberry to the hospital from a morality stroke.”
“That’s why they invented this.” Evie opened a dresser drawer, grabbed a small box, and waved it like a magic wand. “Boob tape!”
Aubrey lost it again and Carlie Beth stared at the box. “You can’t be serious.”
“Look in that mirror again,” Evie demanded. “And tell me what you see.”
“It’s beautiful,” she admitted. “But if I have to corral my boobs, it’s also going to be a royal pain in the…”
Now, Evie’s grin was knowing and wicked. “I know someone else who’s a royal pain, but he also knows clothes. You in that dress will take away all the syllables in that man’s vocabulary except for uh and ah.”
A heavy knock came at the bedroom door, and Carlie Beth patted her chest to make sure her breast was back under wraps.
“What do you want, Reid?” Evie called.
“Security called up,” he said. “Someone’s here to visit Carlie Beth. Yvonne Winters from the gallery in town. Do you want to see her?”
The reality of the situation hit Carlie Beth. Reid’s security people were screening her visitors. This was insane. “Of course,” she called out. “She’s my friend.”
“Send her up,” he said from the other side of the door.
A few minutes later, he knocked again. “Yvonne’s here.”
When Evie opened the door, Reid caught sight of Carlie Beth. His jaw worked as if he were carrying on a conversation, but not a single word came out.
Evie nodded with satisfaction. “What did I tell you? That dress is a man-killer.”
“Wow,” Reid finally said. “I…uh…ah…You clean up real nice there.”
Evie pushed at his shoulder. “And Mom wonders why you’re single? Yvonne, come on in.”
Reid pointed at his sister. “Don’t forget what I told you about locking your French doors.” As he started to close the door, he winked at Carlie Beth. “If my brother is too stupid to see what he’s got right in front of him, remember I’m the better-looking one anyway.”
Knowing he was being a total tease, Carlie Beth gave him a saucy toss of her head. “Don’t think I won’t.”
Yvonne took two steps into the room and stopped cold, staring at Carlie Beth. “Wow.”
“That’s two wows now,” Aubrey said, hopping up to give Yvonne a hug.
But she was so busy making a slow circle around Carlie Beth that she didn’t notice. “You…that’s…gorgeous. And crazy sexy.”
“Which means Evie shouldn’t have had it in her closet in the first place,” Reid said before pulling the door closed.
Evie just said, “Brothers!”
“I don’t think I understand all this brother-sister thing,” Aubrey said to Evie. “It seems like y’all can’t stand each other.”
Evie plopped down on the bed beside her and gave her a shoulder nudge. “That’s called affection.”
“Y’all don’t need any enemies, then.”
“Oh, don’t you worry,” Evie said. “If anyone messes with one Steele, you’d better believe the rest of us will be hot on that person’s trail.”
Aubrey’s mouth twisted downward. “I’m not a Steele. Not really.”
“Bullshit,” Evie said, with no apologetic shrug for the curse word. “You’re as much a Steele as any of our kids will be one day. My babies won’t have the last name Steele. Unless I hyphenate. Which could be pretty cool. Regardless of your last name, you’re a Steele where it counts.” She poked Aubrey’s chest. “Right here.”
Before Carlie Beth could spiral down the rabbit hole of what to do about her daughter’s last name, another knock came at the door. “Girls!” Joan called. “I have cookies ready!”
Aubrey and Evie jumped off the mattress like it had bedbugs.
“Hey,” Carlie Beth protested. “What about me? And the dress?”
“You do not say no to my mom’s brown-butter-and-pecan-chocolate-chip cookies,” Evie said. “Not ever. Yvonne can get you out of it. But I’ll need to help you dress a half hour before Grif is supposed to be here because that tape can be a little tricky. Make it an hour and we’ll do hair and makeup, too.”
“That’s good,” Aubrey said. “All she has to do is bathe.”
Once they raced each other out the door and, by the sounds of it, down the stairs, Yvonne asked, “You’re wearing that to the reception?”
“Too much?” Half-embarrassed for being caught looking so girly, Carlie Beth bent her head and reached for the catch at the back of her neck.
“No! Here, let me help you with that.” Yvonne shooed Carlie Beth’s hands away and released the hooks. Carlie Beth held the bodice against her chest while Yvonne worked on the zipper. “Sorry, this one’s being cranky.” The back of her hand grazed Carlie Beth’s spine, sending a shiver over her skin before the zipper finally gave way. “Must’ve had a piece of fabric caught in it.”
“I’ll be more careful when I put it on later.” Because she wanted to wear this dress in the worst way. And even more, she wanted Grif to see her in it. Which also meant digging through her things for the very best pair of panties she could find.
With her back to Yvonne, Carlie Beth stepped out of the dress and quickly pulled on her clothes. They were friends, but they weren’t shopping friends and it felt uncomfortable to be stripped down to the skin in front of her.
Adjusting the hem of her T-shirt, Carlie Beth turned to find Yvonne standing in the middle of the room with a thoughtful expression on her face. “You okay?”
She nodded, the movement slightly jerky. “Yeah, it’s just, you know. I just keep thinking about Austin.”
Carlie Beth rushed forward and grabbed her friend’s hands. “Oh, God. Me, too.”
Yvonne squeezed her fingers. “I wanted to make sure you were okay. That you weren’t blaming yourself.”
Why would she think Carlie Beth would blame herself? “You know it wasn’t an accident, right? They think someone…someone killed him.” Because a person didn’t fall, knock into a worktable, and have steel spikes tumble down hard enough to pierce skin.
And probably muscle and bone.
Carlie Beth shuddered.
Dropping Carlie Beth’s hands, Yvonne said casually, “Did Aubrey happen to mention the little scene after school earlier?”
Her shudder froze halfway down her spine. “No. What happened?”
She wandered across the room, ran her fingers over the other dresses Evie had taken from her closet. “Oh, it was nothing.”
“If it were nothing, you wouldn’t have mentioned it.”
“When Grif picked her up, he got a little…sideways…with me.”
“What do you mean?”
“I was chatting with Aubrey, just to check on her, too. He lost it. Opened my car door and dragged me out.” She pushed up her shirt sleeve to display a bruise above her elbow.
Although her stomach felt uneasy, Carlie Beth said, “If you were in your car, that means Aubrey was outside the school. We told her several times she wasn’t to leave the building without her dad.”
“I didn’t realize that. No wonder he was so upset.” Yvonne pushed down her sleeve and smiled, but the expression was obviously forced. “If Austin was murdered, if there’s someone else dangerous around town, the sheriff should let people know.”
“They’re still investigating.”
“You look a little shaky, Carlie Beth. You’re sure you’re up for a date with Grif tonight?”
A date she was hopeful would end with another visit to Grif’s bed because she needed to feel his arms around her. Needed him. She plopped down on Evie’s mattress, feeling it sink beneath her. “I don’t know what this thing is.”
“I know that look.” Yvonne sat beside her and gave her a bolstering hug. “I’ve worn it myself.”
“What look?”
“That puppy-dog-mixed-with-preteen-girl mope one second and high-on-life sparkle the next.”
With a wince, Carlie Beth said, “Is it really that obvious?”
“It’s clear you’re getting in deep.”
“Maybe over my head.”
“Just promise me you’ll be careful, with Grif and Austin’s death.” Yvonne patted her shoulder with a light, sympathetic touch. “It would break my heart to see you get hurt.”



CHAPTER 29
T  he good news was that Grif wouldn’t have to kill his brother, because the tux fit perfectly. Possibly better than the three Grif had hanging in his closet in LA. Not that he would admit that to the Baby Billionaire.
Even though Grif knew he looked good, he stood on his mom’s front porch and shot his cuffs. Then he adjusted the line of his pants. Then he went for his bowtie.
“So help me, if you start fiddling with your bra next, I’m fucking outta here,” Reid drawled.
Grif looked over to find his brother at the far end of the porch. “What’re you doing out here?”
“Just keepin’ an eye on things.” Reid rubbed his chin. “I was able to get feet on the ground out here and I’m working with a company on a security system. But that isn’t something they can just run out here and toss together. Not the kind I want.”
“You trust the guys you have making the rounds on the property?”
“Enough to bet my life on.”
Yeah, but he was also betting on Carlie Beth’s and Aubrey’s lives. “I tried like hell to pump everyone who came through my office today, and believe me, there were plenty of them.”
“Anything pop?”
“Not unless you think the PTA is getting even with Carlie Beth for missing the last bake sale. Good news is no one else seems to have made the Carlie Beth connection with everything that’s been going sideways in town.”
“Yeah, we wanna keep it that way.” Reid strolled over and adjusted Grif’s bowtie. “You fucked it up.” Then he sniffed. Sniffed again. “Man, you smell better than a two-bit whorehouse after the Avon lady leaves.”
Grif looked up toward the sky just as he’d done a million times before when his brother said something completely offensive, but God had yet to get around to striking down Reid. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
Suddenly, Reid grabbed his wrist and wrapped his thumb around the inside.
“What the hell?” Grif tried to pull away, but Reid was a strong son of a bitch.
“If I had to guess, I’d say your pulse is in the low hundreds. Someone’s either tachycardic or nervous.”
“What are you—the date monitor?”
A big shit-eating grin spread across Reid’s face and he leaned a shoulder against a porch column. “I’ve seen her, and she looks hot.”
“If I didn’t know you were yanking my chain, I’d lay you out right here on Mom’s porch. Let her find your chewed-up ass after the coyotes got ahold of it.”
Reid’s face took on a serious expression, one he wore once the joking took a hike. “Don’t do Carlie Beth wrong. She deserves a hell of a lot better than that.”
“I know she does. I’m working on it, okay?” Which was the main reason his hands weren’t steady. “You are staying here tonight, right?”
“Like I got anywhere else to be?”
“Jonah’ll be back after the reception, but I plan to talk Carlie Beth into going back to my place. But Aubrey—”
Reid clapped him on the back so hard, Grif had to take a step forward to keep his balance. “Don’t worry about her. Not a damn thing’ll happen to her with me around.”
Brotherly affection welling up in him, Grif grabbed Reid in a headlock. “She’s a hell of a kid, isn’t she?”
Reid halfheartedly punched Grif in the side. “Yeah, bro, she’s a Steele through and through.”
And Grif planned to make that legal. He released his brother with a playful shove and went inside. His mom came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Well, don’t you look handsome?” She straightened his tie.
Once she was done with her fussing, he handed her a box, one crammed packed with protective cushioning.
“What in the world?”
“Your teapot. Good as new.” The porcelain restorer had been worth every penny, and his mom’s soft expression told him that he was forgiven.
“You’re a good boy. Now, did you bring Carlie Beth flowers?”
Pure panic streamed through him. Fuck, fuck, fuck. But he said, “This isn’t prom.”
“Griffin, flowers are always appropriate.”
With a glance at the stairs to be sure they were empty, he blew out a breath and reached into his interior coat pocket. “What if I told you I brought something else?” When he pulled out the black velvet box, his mom’s eyes glistened.
“I would ask to see it, but I’m sure I’ll get a good look later.”
“About that,” he said, “Carlie Beth and I need a little time alone. Reid assured me he’d be here all night.”
“You don’t worry about a thing. Evie, Aubrey, and I already had a movie night planned.” His mom’s smile faded. “But honey, how are you and Carlie Beth going to manage between here and LA—”
“I’m still working on that.”
“I’m proud that you’re taking your responsibilities seriously, but I want you to be happy, too.”
He kissed her cheek. “Mom, just like you don’t see the ring first, you don’t hear the words first either.”
Her smile returned. “I’ll run up and get Carlie Beth.” She headed for the stairs.
After showing his mom the ring box, his nerves were back full force. He wandered over to the fireplace and rearranged the poker, broom, and shovel so they stood nice and straight in their own places. Everything in its place. Wouldn’t it be nice if his life would fall back into place? It would if Carlie Beth said yes.
When he heard footsteps on the staircase, he turned and wham! Awe hit him square in the chest.
Good God, he should’ve asked Reid for a Kevlar vest to wear under his tux.
Carlie Beth was slowly descending the stairs. He vaguely registered that his mom, Evie, and Aubrey were hovering behind her. But Carlie Beth was the epicenter of his universe.
The dress she was wearing gleamed in the light, flashing black one second and bronze the next. The skirt wasn’t tight but had a slit over her left thigh. Obviously, the designer had realized it wasn’t necessary for walking, but it was damn sure necessary for Grif’s enjoyment. Carlie Beth’s shoes were strappy black sandals with thin heels. He’d never once seen her in anything like them, and the sight of her slender ankle made his skin flash hot.
But the part of the dress that almost stopped his heart was the strip of fabric that came from her waist and circled around the back of her neck. With every step she took, he caught a peek at the curve of her breasts.
He wouldn’t survive an evening of speeches and small talk with the city council members and business owners while Carlie Beth was in the room.
When she stepped off the final tread, she wobbled a little in those sexy shoes, charming him. Reminding him she was his Carlie Beth. He caught her elbow to steady her, but his heart was beating so loudly in his ears that he couldn’t string together a sentence to tell her how gorgeous she looked.
“I think,” Evie said in a singsongy voice, “an I-told-you-so is in order here.”
The tentative smile Carlie Beth had worn on her way down the stairs faltered. “I shouldn’t be wearing these shoes,” she muttered. “I feel stupid.”
“Griffin,” his mom said sharply, yanking him out his sexual stupor.
He cleared his throat and said, “You look beautiful.”
“You don’t have to say that.”
As he leaned in close to her ear, a tendril of hair from her updo brushed his cheek, and he whispered, “I can’t say what I’m really thinking because there are other people in the room, and I doubt you want Aubrey hearing how I want to shove my hands under your skirt, rip off whatever sexy panties you have on under there, and fuck you against my mother’s living room wall.”
Color rushed into her cheeks. “Oh. Well, then.”
But he did kiss her, right there in front of their daughter, his family, God, and everyone. It was sweet and innocent as far as kisses went, but it made a statement. Made a claim.
“You not only look beautiful. You are beautiful. Inside and out.”
The pink in her cheeks deepened. This was a woman who needed to be complimented more. To be reminded just how much of a woman she was.
And he planned to do that every day for the rest of his life.
He looked up to catch their daughter watching them closely. He wished he could reassure her that everything was going to turn out fine, but that was a conversation for later. After he and Carlie Beth had things settled between them. “Aubrey, you’re staying here tonight.”
“Are you sure I can’t go to the reception?”
“Your mom and I will both feel better with you here, and she’s staying with me tonight.”
“Oh.”
Carlie Beth shot him a wide-eyed did-you-really-just-tell-her-that look. But he knew she was always upfront with Aubrey and he wasn’t about to change that. “Do you feel okay about that?”
“As long as Mom does.”
“I promise she’ll be as safe as you are out here.”
“Does Reid have security at your place too?” his mom asked.
“Nobody’s getting through me,” he told her before turning to Carlie Beth. “You ready?”
She took an audible breath and nodded.
After hugs all around, he took Carlie Beth’s hand and led her out the front door. She looked up, a smile lighting her eyes. “You brought Louise.”
“I figured this called for something a little fancier than the van.” He laughed and pointed at the car. “But I had to drape towels over the seats. I didn’t want you to snag whatever you were wearing.”
She stopped right there in the driveway and turned to him. “Not once in all the chaos over the past few days have I said thank you.”
“For what?”
“For all the things you’ve done. But if I listed them all, we’d be standing here all night. So the short list is…Thank you for being thoughtful, for looking out for Aubrey and me, and for being an all-around good man.”
Now, he could feel heat filling his face. “I’m just being me.”
“And that’s what I’m most thankful for.” The kiss she gave him was sweet and simple, filled with a sweet and simple message that inflated his heart.
They could do this. They could damn well make this relationship work. He just needed to get them through this reception first.
It was an education, watching Grif sleekly weave his way through the crowd in the ornate city hall lobby. Even though everyone was dressed up—tuxes, suits, and pretty dresses—he was like a beautiful shark swimming through a pool of minnows.
Because her feet were protesting from being forced into the insane shoes Evie had insisted were the only ones that would do the dress justice, Carlie Beth was hanging back, leaning part of her weight on a cocktail table near the buffet and people watching. A few stopped by to grab a plate and chat. Everyone complimented Aubrey’s work with the caterer, who’d provided everything from tiny cornbread and peach tarts to delicate cheese straws.
Wearing a caftan the color of plums with tiny silver bugle beads at the neckline, Jeanine from the bakery swept by and said something that sounded like, “Friends are like boobs. Some are real, and some are fake.”
Carlie Beth chuckled at the strangely profound soundbite.
That’s when she noticed Dave standing on the other side of the room, sipping a beer and glaring into the crowd. She traced his line of sight to find Grif in conversation with Brynne Whitfield, the owner of the boutique Carlie Beth’s dress had come from. Dave must’ve caught her scrutiny because he turned toward her, wearing an expression that was a twist of anger and agony. And the way he was strangling the neck of his beer bottle hinted that he wanted to do the same to her. He started in her direction, but Lord, this was not the time or place for him to throw a hissy fit. So she shook her head, pointed at Grif, and mouthed I love him.
His face tight, Dave slammed his beer down on a nearby table with enough force to rock it, sending two wine glasses tumbling to the floor. He never glanced at the broken shards at his feet, but simply stepped through the mess and stalked out of the reception.
After his exit, people near the front door parted like something out of the Old Testament, and in walked an eye-blindingly beautiful couple. Jonah still had his scruffy look going on, but his hair was tamed and his tuxedo reminded Carlie Beth that although he was lean, he was a big guy. As big as any of his brothers.
Baby Billionaire indeed.
But the woman on his arm made every junior-high insecurity threaten to rise up inside Carlie Beth. The blonde was a head taller than she was and strolled in her peacock-blue heels as if they were an extension of her body. And if Carlie Beth had been concerned her dress might be a little too provocative for Steele Ridge, she shouldn’t have worried because Jonah’s date was wearing a strapless sheath that hugged her very obvious assets.
She was like a real-life Jessica Rabbit. The kind of woman who set off sexual pings in every person in the room regardless of his or her gender preference.
Jonah drew his date toward Carlie Beth and said, “Carlie Beth Parrish, I’d like to introduce you to Genevieve D’Artois.”
This was one of those situations where she wished people had been trained to call her Elizabeth. But the reality was, she was a Carlie Beth, not an Elizabeth. She reached out to shake the other woman’s hand, expecting a limp, bored touch. But the woman’s grip was surprisingly firm and her smile was genuine, if a million and three watts.
“It’s great to meet you,” Jessica…er…Genevieve said. “Jonah’s told me all about you.”
Carlie Beth shot him a quick look. Really? Because she’d bet her favorite cross pein hammer he hadn’t said a word to anyone about Genevieve. “It’s wonderful to meet you, too. Do you live here in North Carolina?”
Genevieve laughed. “Oh, no. This is my first trip to the state. I live in San Francisco.”
Interesting. “Well, welcome to the boonies.”
“It’s a beautiful area. Jonah’s promised me a full tour of Steele Ridge, the sports complex, and his mom’s house tomorrow.”
Even more interesting that she wasn’t staying with Jonah out at Tupelo Hill. Then again, maybe he was sleeping over somewhere with her.
Carlie Beth felt a big warm hand skim her back and looked up to find Grif standing there. When he stroked his hand down the sensitive skin of her inner arm, she couldn’t hold back a little shiver, which made him flash her a secret smile that said he’d be caressing way more than her arm later.
Jonah made introductions again between Grif and his date, but didn’t offer up any additional information about Genevieve.
When it came time for Jonah and Grif to make speeches, Carlie Beth and Genevieve stood next to each other and watched the two most handsome men in the room. Grif outlined a short but punchy economic development plan that hinged on a multiday pro-am tournament where registrants would be teamed up with big-name athletes to compete in a variety of sporting events from kayaking to rock climbing. Assuming it was a success—a guarantee with Grif in the driver’s seat—the event would be held once a year and would be the cornerstone to attract tourists back to Steele Ridge.
Genevieve leaned toward Carlie Beth. “Are they all this panty-incinerating?”
It would be silly to pretend she didn’t understand. “Each in his own way, yes.”
“But your knickers only catch on fire for Grif.”
Carlie Beth had to laugh at that, especially after his early comment. She discreetly waved a hand in front of her warm face. “He just does it for me.”
“Jonah told me you two have a daughter.”
Obviously, they were close if he’d shared that. “Yes, she’s fourteen.”
“Between the two of you, I bet she’s a knockout,” Genevieve said, simply and genuinely as if she weren’t aware she was one of the most beautiful creatures on Earth.
“She’s definitely coming into her own. Pretty, yes. But brains, that’s her real gift. That kid is so smart, sometimes I have no idea what she’s talking about.”
“Jonah also told me you’re a blacksmith.”
Carlie Beth laughed and ran a hand down her skirt. “Which is the reason this dress feels so awkward tonight.”
“I can see where full skirts could get in the way,” she said. “Do you have any of your work for sale? I’d love to have a look before I leave town.”
“I’m exclusively at Triskelion Gallery on Main Street. Tell Yvonne I sent you.” Scanning the room, she looked for her friend. “In fact, she should be here tonight, but I haven’t seen her yet.”
“I’ll be sure to stop by the gallery.” Genevieve smiled and Carlie Beth had the unexplainable urge to hug the woman, just because she was so darn nice. Not at all what Carlie Beth had expected.
People around the room clapped, which made Carlie Beth realize the speeches were over. Sure enough, Grif and Jonah strolled up.
“Did I see you two whispering back here instead of paying attention to my brilliant economic development overview?” Grif asked.
“Aubrey will be thrilled to meet Ian Brinkmann,” she teased. “Maybe you can put her on a team with him.”
“Maybe I should think up another plan.”
Jonah wiggled his eyebrows at Genevieve. “Now that all the handshaking and glad-handing is done, what do you say we get out of these clothes and go have a little fun?”
Interestingly enough, Genevieve’s eyes sparked with a competitive gleam. “You are so on.”
“Later, y’all,” Jonah said cheerfully and took his date’s arm to hustle her out of the room.
Carlie Beth just stared after them while Grif laughed, a low choking sound. “Do you think they’re off to perform some kind of bedroom Olympics?”
“I don’t know what to think,” she said honestly. “Other than with the Steele brothers back in town, it’ll never be the same again.”
When Grif finally got Carlie Beth back to his apartment, the first thing she did was pull off her heels. The moan of pleasure she released as they came off was like a woman riding a good, long orgasm. He could honestly say this was the first time a woman stepping out of her shoes had given him a semi.
“Oh, my God,” she said, low and breathy. So damn sexy. “That feels sooo good.”
Jesus, forget the semi. His dick was full-on hard.
His chest expanded with the breath he took as he tried to rein in a little control. But he’d been half-crazed all night watching her in that dress. A flash of thigh here, a glimpse of breast there. “Want me to rub your feet?”
“You would do that?”
“Uh…it’s not that big a deal.”
“You don’t understand. It’s a very big deal. To a woman, a foot rub is like a confession of…”
He approached her and curved a hand around the back of her neck. “Of what?”
The pulse in her throat was pumping, which made him feel powerful. And predatory.
“I actually had a good time tonight,” she said. “If you don’t count the shoes.”
“Next time, you can go barefoot.”
Her eyes flared with what he hoped like hell was hope. Hope for next time. “Have I mentioned how much I like you, Grif Steele?”
That hope inside him deflated a little. Like wasn’t nearly what he wanted. And he was a man used to getting what he wanted.
One way or another.
He tilted Carlie Beth’s chin up, and her breath came faster, making her breasts rise and fall. They’d been playing peek-a-boo all night and he wanted to feel them against his chest. Against his mouth.
He released her to shrug out of his suit coat and let it fall to the floor. “Do you remember what I said earlier?”
“You said a lot of things.” Her smile was witchy and she, honest to God, looked at him through her lashes.
“The one about putting my hands under your skirt.”
“I think you used the word shove.”
And by the smoky expression in her eyes, word choice was important to her. “And did you like the sound of that?”
“You have no idea.”
He grabbed at her skirt, not giving a damn if he ripped it. He’d buy her a replacement. He pushed the material up to her waist, revealing a pair of rose-colored lace panties.
“Hold your skirt,” he ordered.
“Grif, I—”
“Do it.”
She grasped the fabric, scrunching it in her hands while he went down on his knees in front of her. He could smell her—warm, wet, woman.
“And,” she panted, “you might’ve used the word rip.”
“Seems like a waste to destroy something so pretty.” He hooked his fingers into the sides and stroked the soft skin of her hips until she squirmed. He yanked the scrap of lace down to her ankles and off one foot. Before he could get his mouth on her, her skirt floated down and she sidestepped him. “What the hell?”
“Who said we’re going to do this your way? You didn’t give me a chance to tell you what I wanted to do to you when you walked in looking so handsome in that tux. I want to undress you. I want to run my hands all over your amazing body. And then I want to go down on my knees and—”
“Now.” His brain exploded with the memory of her comment last time about putting her mouth on him, and he grabbed her hand and took off toward the bedroom. Damn, he wanted her out of that dress and in his bed. “I swear,” he growled. “I’m getting more furniture soon if I have to have someone else pick it out.”
“Something wrong with your bed?” She cast a glance at it.
“No, but I want to have plenty of options, and we’ve already determined the windowsill is dangerous.” He reached for his shirt studs, but she batted his hands away.
“My turn.” Her touch burned through the tux shirt, through his T-shirt, straight into his chest. Into his heart. Once she had the studs released, she went for his cuff links, making his head spin with her teasing strokes on his inner wrist.
She circled him, her dress making a swishing sound, reminding him she was bare underneath. Totally bare because there was no damn way she could be wearing a bra.
Maybe that windowsill would work in another way. He would brace her hands on it, bend her over, and push up her dress. Then he’d push into her from behind and drive into her while they pretended to watch the languid traffic on Main Street.
She slowly slid his shirt down his arms, her fingers trailing over his forearms until he was shaking from it. She tugged his T-shirt from his pants and scraped her short nails over his lower back, making Grif’s hips surge forward in response. When she pushed the fabric up his back and pressed an openmouthed kiss to his spine, he reached out to brace himself against the wall.
She eased her hands around his sides as she dragged her tongue along his spine. When she reached his pecs, she pinched his nipples.
“Fuck me,” he breathed.
“Oh, don’t you worry.” She laughed. “I plan to.”
She toyed with him, pinching in the front and nipping in the back, until Grif couldn’t tell which way was up. He reached for the hook on his slacks, and her hands immediately left his chest and stilled his. “No, sir. I’ll get to that in a minute. Be patient.”
God, in negotiations, he’d been known as the King of Patience. He could outwit, outwait, and outlast anyone at the negotiating table. Yeah, he was a fucking survivor.
Carlie Beth shoved at his T-shirt, pushing it up his torso. Grif lifted his arms, and she skimmed the fabric up, tickling his underarms. His breath chuffed in and out so hard he was about to hyperventilate. He couldn’t stand it anymore, so he ripped the damn shirt over his head.
“Turn around,” she murmured against his back.
He whipped around and she settled her mouth over his left pec and took his nipple between her teeth while her fingertips played with the other. She did that until his head was about to explode. Finally, she looked up at him, her eyes lazy and self-satisfied, and pushed him against wall. “You’re going to want to brace yourself for this.”
She unhooked his pants as if she’d done it a million times and released his zipper. The instant relief made him lightheaded. When she shoved his boxer briefs and pants over his hips, he said, “Thank you, Jesus.”
To hell with what she wanted, he had to shuck these damn pants. He pushed them the rest of way down and stepped out of them. Then he reached for Carlie Beth’s dress.
She huffed a little laugh. “What about 'my turn’ are you having a hard time getting through your head? Now, get your back against that damn wall and let me put your dick in my mouth.”
Well, that stole the breath from him like a mule kick to the midsection.
Carlie Beth rucked her skirt up almost—almost—high enough for him to get a glimpse of heaven, then she went to her knees in front of him.
My God, was there anything else in the world that made a man feel like this? Both powerful and vulnerable.
Carlie Beth trailed her tongue slowly from his balls to his tip, humming to herself as she went.
The caveman in Grif wanted to grab her hair, yank her head back, and push himself inside her warm mouth. The barely leashed civilized guy inside him dug his fingers into the drywall and waited.
Her tongue circled the head of his dick and he knocked his head against the wall. Once. Twice. Three times.
And then she took him in. Her mouth was hot and agile. The slide and suck made colors expand and recede behind his eyelids. She kept up that satisfied humming sound, sending vibrations though his dick into his belly, making it bunch and jump.
He stood like a freaking statue, just trying to keep control, until she released him and said, “You’re being awfully polite.”
His jaw was so tight he could barely grind out words, but he gritted, “It’s called staying in control. Believe me, this is what you want.”
“What would you do if you lost control?” Her tongue touched that place on her top lip, and Grif would swear he heard synapses popping in his brain like cheap guitar strings. The caveman took over.
He grabbed Carlie Beth by the arms and pushed her flat on the ground. His breath heaving, he positioned himself over her in the opposite direction, lining his cock up with that beautiful mouth. “This.”
She moaned, opening her lips, and he pushed inside.
His mind full of nothing but animal impulses, he fucked her mouth with jerky thrusts, careful to hold his weight off her with his arms. And the sounds she made deep in her throat said she was enjoying every second of it.
Her legs came up and her knees released so that every pretty pink fold was on display. Wet. So fucking wet. He wanted…
When she took him deeper, his thoughts scattered and his balls tightened. Oh, God. If he didn’t get control soon, this would all be over. He needed to be inside her. Now.
He pressed a kiss to her hipbone, then tried to pull away from her mouth, but she grabbed his ass and urged him deeper. “Shit, I’m gonna. I need to…”
She slipped her fingers between his butt cheeks and Grif lost every shred of control he’d held on to.
His orgasm slammed through his body with the force of a plane crash until he was completely drained and his biceps were shaking from the effort of keeping his body poised over her. “Fuuuuuck.”



CHAPTER 30
Well, yeehaw. Carlie Beth could feel herself grinning from one ear to the other as Grif rolled to the floor on his back, his arms splaying out on either side of his body. His delicious chest was moving like he’d just run the fastest sprint in history.
“You’re happy with yourself, aren’t you?” he puffed out.
“So much I’d put those damn shoes back on and do a jitterbug.”
“You’re crazy.”
She shifted to her side and stroked a hand down his thigh, the hair soft against her skin. Interestingly enough, his penis reacted.
Grif raised his head and looked down at it. “No matter what it says, it’s gonna take me a minute to recover from that.”
A feeling of power surged through her, making her smile go wider. “I can wait.”
“As Toby Keith would say, “I’m not as good as I once was, but I’m as good once as I ever was.’”
“You listen to Toby Keith?”
“Along with the Arctic Monkeys. I’m a man of varied musical tastes.”
And a man of varied female tastes, but she tried not to think about that too closely.
Grif sat up and took her hand. “How about we move to the bed for the next round?”
“That would be a nice change of pace.”
He drew her to her feet, his body hard yet safe against hers, as if she could lean her head against his shoulder and never worry again.
“But first, I’m damn well going to get that dress off you.” He quickly unzipped her and unhooked the clasp at her neck.
She caught his hands. “Be careful.”
“I won’t tear the dress.”
“No, I’m worried about my skin.”
“Huh?”
“I’m…uh…kinda trapped. Evie had to use some special tape to keep my boobs in there.”
His laugh echoed in the sparse room, and he caught her by the waist and fell back onto his mattress. “Are we talking painter’s tape, Scotch tape, or duct tape?”
“Something very sticky.”
“You glued your breasts into a dress for me. Carlie Beth, I love you.”
They both stilled, their bodies stiff against one another. Carlie Beth’s heart was slamming against one of her tape-trapped boobs. “I…uh…”
“Well, shit.” Grif’s voice was low and full of disgust.
“I know what you meant. It’s just a turn of phrase. It’s fine.” No, it wasn’t fine and she needed space. She tried to scramble away, but he wrapped her tight in his arms.
“Nothing about tonight has gone the way I planned for it to,” he said. “I have a bottle of Armand de Brignac in the fridge. Candles.” He slapped the mattress. “A set of Milos sheets.”
She had no idea what Milos was, but she rubbed her hand over the linens. “They’re nice.”
“When I see you in that dress, I say something crude. And hell, once we got back here, I did several things that were crude.”
Yeah, those crude things still had her wet and achy beneath her skirt. In fact, she was pretty damn proud of everything they’d done. Proved she wasn’t just a blacksmith and mom.
She had serious seduction skills.
Grif slid out from underneath her and said, “Can you please work on getting that dress peeled off yourself while I grab something from the other room?”
“What? Why?”
“Because if I’m going to do this naked, then you’re damn well going to be naked too.” He stalked out of the room, and Carlie Beth admired the way his butt flexed with every step.
Still off balance from those three words he’d said and what they really meant, she sat at the edge of the mattress and slowly began to peel her bodice away from her breasts. Good Lord, Evie should’ve provided a bottle of Goo Gone.
Normally, Carlie Beth would’ve just done the rip-it-off-quick thing, but not happening this time. By the time Grif strode back in the room, his fist curled around something, she had one side unstuck and was working on the other.
“Oh, Shortcake,” he said, crouching down in front of her. “That looks painful.”
Her skin was pink where the tape had been, and he leaned in to kiss her breast. Light, barely there touches of his lips not quite at her nipple. It tightened in response, and she worked the other side down. Grif moved over and gave her other breast the same gentle treatment. “Doesn’t matter how fucking hot that dress is, I don’t want you taping yourself into clothes for me.”
She laughed. Oh, if it inspired the kind of response he’d displayed earlier, she’d hog-tie herself into sexy clothes once a week. “It doesn’t hurt.”
He worked her dress off her hips and tossed it aside. Yes, Carlie Beth would definitely be handing Evie a check because her dress would never be the same again. Besides, she’d die if Evie ever wore it now, after Grif had his hands all over it. Under it.
Grif swept her body with a quick look that set her nerves buzzing, but his attention quickly returned to her face. He shifted onto one knee like kids did around the coach after a Little League game.
Then he held out a box.
A black box.
A black velvet box.
“Carlie Beth Parrish, will you marry me?” He opened it to reveal a ring that had to have been custom made. A wide, silver-colored band with a trio of channel-set diamonds.
A slightly hysterical laugh tumbled out of her. Of all the things she’d been expecting, this wasn’t one of them. The power she’d felt earlier drained from her, replaced with a confusing stew of uncertainty and fear and hope. “Why?”
“Why should you marry me? There are a hundred reasons—”
“No, why are you asking me? I know Austin’s death has us all on edge, but Maggie will get to the bottom of that. If you’re worried about Aubrey and me, I’ve told you time and time again that we’re fine. If it’s because—”
He pressed his fingers against her lips. Not in a sexy way, but in a shut-up way. “I can’t say those things don’t matter, because they do. But I’m asking you to marry me because what I said earlier wasn’t some off-the-cuff turn of phrase. I meant all three words. I love you.”
And oh, how she loved him. But if she’d known all this would happen when she’d spotted Grif in Triple B a few weeks ago, what would she have done? Would she have dashed headlong toward him or run like she’d wanted to?
“Have you forgotten your work is in California?”
His eyes shuttered a little. “I tell you I love you and you’re talking logistics?”
“Logistics are important.”
“What about ‘love conquers all’?”
“How did that work out for your parents?”
He visibly flinched, and she immediately regretted her words. She was lashing out because she was scared. Probably more scared than she’d been when she found out she was pregnant with Grif’s baby. Because that, she’d known she could handle on her own. Had, in some ways, wanted to. This? When it involved two people, she no longer called all the shots.
“I think you care for me.” His was face immobile in the shadows. “I don’t think you sleep with men you don’t care about.”
“So says the man who knocked me up.”
“Why are you doing this?”
As much as she wanted to jump out of this bed and run like hell, she couldn’t. She owed him better. After all, he’d given her the most precious thing in her life.
Now she had to tell him how she felt. For better or worse.
She leaned into him and rested her head on his shoulder. “Because I am scared all the way down to my toes.”
“How many times do I have to tell you that I’ll take care of you and Aubrey? The whole point is you don’t have to do this by yourself anymore.”
His skin was warm against her face, and she couldn’t help but press a little kiss to his collarbone. “That’s not what I’m afraid of. I can do it. I have done it. Grif, we don’t need your money, but we need you.”
“You have me. I’m moving back to Steele Ridge.”
Oh, God how she longed to believe that was what he truly wanted. But if he made this sacrifice, then decided he’d been wrong and walked away, she’d wasn’t sure she’d survive it. She lifted her face and looked at him straight on. “I’m scared that you only think you love me because of the circumstances. Learning about Aubrey and someone targeting people I care about has brought out all your protective instincts.”
His mouth tightened, triggering a matching response inside her. “I can’t sign an affidavit or a contract, Carlie Beth. All I can give you is my word. Yes, I’m worried about finding the person who killed Austin. I can’t even express how much I appreciate that you’re the mother of my daughter, but that’s not why I fell in love with you.” He intertwined his fingers with hers as if he would hold her hand forever. “You’re beautiful, in a sexy dress or jeans. You’re talented, with fences and artwork. You’re smart, with business and people. You’re strong, in life and”—he drew their hands up to her chest—“in here. I’d be crazy not to be in love with you.”
His expression was so serious, so sincere and heartfelt, that the tension inside her began to fade, bit by bit. God, being loved by this man would be…intense, sometimes overwhelming, and downright amazing. Her heart was reaching out for him, but her brain was still gun-shy. “Do you really think we can make this work?”
“I don’t know,” he said, shocking her again. Lord, this was one seesaw of a conversation. “Because I’m greedy. I want it all. And I’m not willing to marry a woman who doesn’t love me back.”
“What?”
“I put myself out there.” He glanced down at the ring box and snapped it closed, and Carlie Beth gasped. No. No, no, no. She wanted that ring. “And you said nothing.”
“I didn’t say no.”
“But you didn’t say I love you.”
“Yes, I did.”
One side of his mouth quirked up. “Are we really going to have this yes-I-did, no-you-didn’t conversation while I’m down on one knee ass naked?”
Okay, so maybe her thoughts hadn’t actually made it out of her mouth, and his leg was probably numb by now. She grabbed his hand and tugged. “Come up here, please.” Relief rushed through when he did it without setting that precious ring box aside. Once they were lying on their sides facing one another, she took a deep breath. “I think I fell a little bit in love with you the night we were together all those years ago. You were so charming, so optimistic.”
“So cocky, you mean.”
“Maybe a little. But it looked good on you. Still does.” She smoothed a hand over his cheek and made sure their eyes met. “When I learned you were back in town for more than a visit, I panicked. Still, I wanted you. But I fell in love with you for reasons that have nothing to do with this.” She waved a hand down their bodies, and Grif’s eyebrows rose. “Okay, maybe a little to do with this. Really, it’s about the man you are. Passionate, funny, dedicated. And a snazzy dresser.” She flashed him a smile. “Most important, you accepted Aubrey. Maybe that shouldn’t factor in, but to a mom, it does. I can’t love a man who doesn’t love my daughter.”
He turned his head to kiss her palm. “You never have to worry about that.”
“Grif Steele, I am so in love with you, I’m infected right down to the bone.”
He laughed and pulled her closer. “Only you could make that sound like a good thing.”
When he came in for a kiss, though, she avoided his lips and looked at the box resting between them. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
“Mercenary little thing, aren’t you?” Grif flipped open the box, and the ring once again caught her breath. Most women would ooh and ah over a delicate setting with a big diamond. But Carlie Beth wasn’t most women. The three diamonds shimmered in the shadows of the room. Because of the way they were set in the metal, she wouldn’t have to worry about knocking them loose. “It’s titanium.”
“It’s perfect.”
“Do you know how hard it is to pick out a ring for a woman who can make her own jewelry?”
“I don’t work with precious metals.”
“Then let’s put this where it belongs.” He slipped the ring from the box and slid it on her finger. And it fit perfectly. Only Grif would get something like that just right.
She pushed her hands into his hair and lined up their mouths, feeling the ridge of his erection growing between them. “Now that we have that settled, what do you say we put something else where it belongs?”
“I think I can manage that.” And with one slick move, he rolled her over, wedged between her legs, and slid home.



CHAPTER 31
Wrong. They’d all been the wrong ones. That schmuck Carlie Beth dated back when Aubrey was younger, John Something-or-Other. Roy Darden. Austin Burns.
Possibly even that asshole Grif Steele.
Because the strongest love in the world was the one between mother and child.
Why had that truth been unclear for so long?
No longer.
Never again.
The balcony on the back of the house offered up a small challenge, but the French doors leading into an upstairs bedroom were unlocked. Sloppy of the Steeles. But perfect.
It was a sign. This was right. The right move.
The right time.
There was just enough moonlight to navigate the room. Only one girl—Evie with her long dark hair spread over the pale duvet—occupied the bed. Which meant Aubrey was somewhere else. Not ideal, but a little inconvenience wouldn’t stop what Carlie Beth had started.
Out in the hallway, a quick pause revealed no threats. No sounds or movement.
Luckily, Aubrey was in another bedroom at the back of the house, one that also had French doors and a balcony. Another sign.
When the girl woke, she was groggy. “Wha… Mom?”
“Aubrey, your mom’s been in an accident. I need you to come with me.”
She seemed to shake off a little of her confusion and jumped out of bed. “I have to tell Evie and Grammy and Uncle Reid.”
“Kiddo, they’re already gone.”
“They…they wouldn’t leave without me.”
“They aren’t used to you being here. Raced out before they remembered. But they called me and asked me to come get you.” Step one, quietly open the French doors. Done. Step two, get the girl on the balcony.
“Why are we going this way?” Aubrey glanced around, confused and still half-asleep. But not dazed enough. “I need to get dressed.”
“Aubrey, your mother could die. Now, stop asking questions and come with me!”
Fear flashed in Aubrey’s eyes and she grabbed the phone off the bedside table. “Please take me to her.”
A firm grip on her elbow and she dutifully went outside. “Give me your hands and I’ll help you climb down.”
“I still don’t understand—”
“Do you want your mother to die?”
The girl let herself be lowered over the side, and once they were both on the ground, she looked around. “Where’s your car?”
She simply wouldn’t go without causing problems, would she? Shouldn’t have been a surprise. The brat had always been trouble. Way more trouble than she was worth. If Carlie Beth hadn’t gotten herself knocked up—
“This is scaring me,” the little bitch whined. “How are we—”
One well-aimed blow to the temple cut her off mid-sentence. Thank Jesus. Kids were nothing but a distraction.
It was a pain in the ass to drag her a half mile through the woods, but every ache and pain would be worth it once Carlie Beth’s daughter was out of the picture.
And out of her mother’s heart.
The tiny whirling stars at the edges of Carlie Beth’s vision refused to be blinked away after Grif had put his mouth, hands, and fingers all over her. In her. She shivered, half from her cooling skin and half from the recent erotic experience.
“You okay?”
“You’re very…thorough.”
“I don’t like to leave anything to chance.” He played with her hand, rubbing his thumb over the ring he’d given her. “Especially when it comes to giving you pleasure.”
“You ever go to Vegas?”
His forehead crinkled. “A few times. Why?”
“You win every time, don’t you?”
He laughed. “Bet it all on black, baby. Bet it all on black.” His laughter died away, and he said, “What I said earlier about logistics? I know it’s an issue. But I would never take you and Aubrey away from your home.”
“What if you lose clients?”
His arm moved against hers with his shrug. “I’m cutting down my client list significantly anyway. I’ll only work with the athletes I really believe in. I want plenty of time for my family. And this city manager gig is starting to grow on me.”
“Are you serious?”
He laughed and gave her a smacking kiss above her left breast. “If anyone can run multimillion-dollar careers and a town, it’s me.”
“You don’t have to do this for Aubrey and me.”
“I’m doing it for all of us. But I’ve been wondering something. What about…” He paused and shook his head, obviously trying to decide if he should continue his question.
“What about what?”
“How do you think Aubrey would feel about little brothers and sisters?”
The air whooshed from Carlie Beth’s lungs even as something low in her belly tightened. She’d thought that train had left the station. “Don’t you care what I think?”
His grin slashed across his handsome face. “Of course. But I figured if the idea wouldn’t fly with Aubrey, then it would be off the table.”
She rolled the idea around in her brain. Lord, she hadn’t had a baby in fourteen years. Could she do it all over again? Was she too old?
No, that was ridiculous. Some women were just having their first babies at her age.
Babies.
“You said brothers and sisters. Like multiples.”
“I come from a big family.”
“Your mother is a saint.”
“True.”
“This has been a lot tonight. The ring, the proposal, the I-love-yous. Can we table this one for a little while?”
Although his expression didn’t change, she could see the disappointment cloud his eyes.
“I’m not saying no,” she hurried to add. “I just need to mull it over a little to figure out how many babies I can give you and still stay sane. I love my work.”
“And you’re damned good at it,” he said, the smile back in his eyes. “But think about it this way. I missed all those late nights and diaper changes with Aubrey. Don’t you think it should be my turn?”
Well, when he put it that way…
The sound of Grif’s cell ringing came from across the room, and Carlie Beth started to get up to grab it.
“Leave it,” he said.
“What if it’s a client?”
“They can wait.” He tried to roll her under him, but she scooted away and grabbed his pants to root around for the phone. “A long, long time.”
One look at the screen and her body went cold. “It’s Reid.”
Grif lunged off the bed and grabbed the phone from her limp hand. “What happened?” he barked.
Carlie Beth heard Reid say, “Aubrey’s missing.”
Grif couldn’t have given a shit less that he was probably ripping out Louise’s entire undercarriage on the backroads out to his mom’s place. As long as the car made it for long enough for him to find Aubrey and beat the ever-lovin’ fuck out of the guy who’d taken her, it was fine. Even though he was driving like a bat directly out of hell, it still took them seven minutes and Carlie Beth spent every one of them curled into herself like an armadillo trying to avoid being roadkill.
He snagged her hand, her fingers like individual icicles against his. “We’re going to find her.”
“How could this happen? You and Reid assured me. Promised me she’d be safe.” Her voice rose in both volume and pitch with each word.
“Reid’s got security combing the area around the house. Something will lead us in the right direction.”
She turned away from him and looked out into the night, but he could see her pale face reflected in the window. He’d let her down. After just telling her he’d always take care of her and Aubrey.
Obviously, that had been a crock of shit.
When they pulled up and came to a neck-snapping stop, his mom’s house was lit up like someone had taken a torch to it. Reid was standing on the front porch barking into his phone while three of his security guys patrolled around the house.
Carlie Beth slammed out of the car and raced up the stairs to beat at Reid’s chest.
Reid said, “Keep me posted” into his phone, then just stood there and let Carlie Beth whale away on him.
Grif caught his eye over Carlie Beth’s head, and Reid shook his with the message: Let her do it.
Finally, she wound down and rested her head against Reid’s chest, and her sobs wrenched Grif’s heart. “How could you let this happen?”
Grif pulled her off Reid and into his arms.
“Did you fall asleep?” Grif asked his brother.
“No. I was downstairs, making another round of the house. When I went back upstairs to check on the girls, Aubrey wasn’t in her bed and the balcony doors were open.”
Carlie Beth looked up, her face streaked with the mascara she’d worn earlier. “I made sure they were locked before I left. Double-checked the deadbolt.”
“Yeah, well, Evie’s doors weren’t. That’s how the dickhead got in. I told her to lock that goddamn door." He smothered a sigh. “It’s my fault. I should’ve gone in there and made sure she’d secured it before I did my walk-through downstairs. Someone snuck in before I got back upstairs.”
“Where are Evie and Mom?”
“Inside. Evie’s blaming herself.”
Grif held Carlie Beth by the arms so he could look into her face. “I need you to go inside. Reid and I will—”
“You are out of your fucking mind if you think I’m going to sit around and wait while someone has my baby.”
Her use of the F-word hit Grif like a slap across the face. But he understood, so he nodded once, then asked his brother, “What else do we know?”
“Looks like the guy used a four-wheeler to come in on one of the hiking trails. Maybe he left it in the woods so we wouldn’t hear it and then hoofed it the rest of the way to the house. I’d need a battalion of guys to patrol all this acreage.”
Damn Jonah for having to piss a long stream of money at the city. Who needed twenty thousand acres?
“Can we follow the trail in your truck?”
“Already did. The tracks end at the county road. Whoever it was might’ve had a truck stashed and driven the ATV up onto a trailer, but it’s doubtful because there were no other tire tracks on the side of the road.”
“Which means he took Aubrey somewhere on the ATV?” Carlie Beth said. “Oh my God, she could be anywhere out in the woods. He could be holed up in some—”
“Don’t jump to conclusions and panic,” Grif said, shooting Reid a gimme-something-we-can-work-with look.
Reid took a deep breath. “I think it was someone Aubrey knew, because there was no sign of a struggle in her bedroom.”
Carlie Beth looked Reid up and down. “A man your size could’ve just picked her up and thrown her over his shoulder.”
“Yeah, but a human body is awkward to carry, especially if—”
“If what? If she was dead weight? If she was de—”
“It all leads back to you.” Grif held her by the arms, trying to pull her out of the spiral of crazy they could both get caught up in if they didn’t keep their heads on straight. “What are we missing here? Who are we missing?”
“We went over all this before. If I’ve offended someone so badly that they’re killing people I care about, it’s slipped my mind.”
“Wait a minute,” Grif said. “People you care about. What about Roy Darden? He wasn’t exactly a loved one.”
“I went out with him one time.”
“Jesus,” he breathed. “What if up to this point, this whole thing hasn’t been about people you care about, but people who care about you?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Remember that guy you mentioned who disappeared on you?”
“John? So?”
“So what if he didn’t just take off?”
Reid rubbed his hand across his hair, messing it up even more. “You think whoever grabbed Aubrey has been systematically getting rid of people who love Carlie Beth?”
“It fits.”
“How does this help us figure out who has Aubrey?” Carlie Beth’s voice was full of the panic and misery Grif felt deep in his gut. Apparently her knees finally gave out because she slumped to the wood porch. “Oh my God, Maggie. Why haven’t we called the sheriff?”
“I did that before I ever called Grif,” Reid told her. “She’s got her people out all over the place.”
What was Grif missing? There had to be a piece of information he’d overlooked. The oil. “I never got a call back from the last store around here that sells quenching oil.” He pulled out his phone and hit redial for the supplier he hadn’t been able to get a hold of yesterday. A long shot, but having the phone in his hands kept them from shaking so damn much.
After four rings, the call connected. “D’ya know what time it is?”
“Is this Bill Smithfield?”
The man grunted what Grif assumed was a yes.
“I’m Grif Steele from Steele Ridge. I called yesterday asking about anyone who’d recently bought quenching oil from you. Did you get that message?”
“Yeah.” The old guy snorted, coughed, and spit something on the other end of the line. “Went through my records, but then the wife cooked ham and collard greens for dinner and—”
“Sir,” Grif tried to keep his voice steady, but he was so close to losing his shit. “I need to know now. This is a matter of life and death.” He glanced down at Carlie Beth to see what little color she’d still had in her face completely disappear. “Did you sell quenching oil to anyone recently?”
“Yeah, about three gallons to some gal who owns the gallery there in town.”



CHAPTER 32
“L et’s go,” Grif barked and grabbed Carlie Beth’s hand to yank her off the ground. “In Reid’s truck. Now.”
“What did he say?” She kept pace with him as he ran toward the driveway with Reid right behind.
“I think she has her at the forge.”
“She?”
He shoved her up into the truck and was only halfway in the cab himself when Reid fired it up and tore down the driveway. Grif asked Carlie Beth, “Have you ever had any strange interactions with Yvonne Winters?”
“You think Yvonne took Aubrey? Killed Austin?”
He nodded at Reid, who grabbed his phone and quickly gave Maggie the update.
“Yeah, I think she was listening while you and I were talking with Maggie about Darden’s death. That’s when she got the idea to grease up the climbing grips, and Smithfield just confirmed she bought several gallons of quenching oil not long ago.”
“She’s talked on and off about trying her hand at blacksmithing. Maybe she was just…” She must’ve caught something in his expression because she trailed off. “She…she warned me about you when you first found out about Aubrey.”
“Warned you how?”
“She’s the one who told me about Madison Henry.”
“Anything else?” Reid asked as he navigated down the narrow backroad toward the edge of town where Carlie Beth’s house was.
“Just a little speculation about Austin’s crush on me at dinner the other night.” She paused and looked at Grif, her expression full of apology. “And she mentioned that you might try to lure Aubrey away from me, promising her nicer things.”
Hell. “And this was right before I came storming up, slinging accusations at you.”
“Yeah.”
Carlie Beth shook her head as though trying to dislodge a thought. “This is probably nothing…”
“No such thing as nothing,” Reid said. “Spit it out.”
“When I was trying on Evie’s dress, Evie and Aubrey went downstairs for cookies, so Yvonne helped me get out of the dress.”
“And?”
“Nothing exactly. Just a feeling. I was uncomfortable being in my underwear in front of her.”
“Has she ever touched you?”
“Girlfriends give each other hugs all the time.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Just a strange little brush on my back. And she had trouble with the zipper, but Evie and you didn’t.”
God, how he wished they could go back to earlier tonight. Although it hadn’t gone down like Grif had planned, even their argument was so much better than this gut-twisting fear.
Reid pulled the truck to the side of the street about ten houses down from Carlie Beth’s. “We’ll walk the rest of the way.”
“No,” Grif said. “We run.” When they approached Carlie Beth’s house, he caught sight of light coming from the forge’s window. “They’re in there. I know it.”
Carlie Beth darted forward, but Grif and Reid each caught her by an arm. “No. We scope it out first.”
“I have to—”
Grif stopped and cupped her face in his hands. “Please listen and be logical. I know you’re frightened. I’m so fucking scared I can’t see straight. But letting your emotions put you and Aubrey in even more danger isn’t the way for us to handle this. Do you hear me?”
She nodded, but tears gathered at the corner of her eyes. Grif pulled her in for a hard hug and whispered, “I will not lose you and I will not lose Aubrey. Nobody is taking either of you away from me.”
The Taylor Swift song Grif had heard the day at the gallery came from Carlie Beth’s pocket, and she clawed it out. “Aubrey, baby, are you okay?”
He pointed at the phone and mouthed speaker. Carlie Beth immediately hit the button and held the phone out in her palm.
“Mom?” Aubrey’s shaky voice, tiny like a little girl’s, made Grif feel as if an icepick was being slipped between his ribs and up into his heart.
“I’m here. Are you okay? Has she hurt you?”
Apparently Yvonne had the same speaker phone idea they did, because she said, “What do you mean you’re here?”
Carlie Beth’s eyes went wild and her gaze darted from Grif to Reid and back to Grif. “I…ah…I’m here at the house. I thought—”
“You thought what?” Yvonne’s tone was sharp and brittle, like cheap crystal shattering on a tile floor. “Tell me, Carlie Beth, how much does your daughter’s life mean to you?”
“Everything. You know that.”
“Then prove it.”
“How?”
“If you come into the forge, I’ll let Aubrey go.” The line went dead and it took every shred of control Grif had not to lean over and heave on his shoes.
With a hand as unyielding as his last name, Grif gripped Carlie Beth’s wrist. “Wait for Maggie and her people. You can’t do this. It could be a trick.”
As if she were in the eye of a hurricane, Carlie Beth was finally calm inside. She would get her daughter the hell out of there. No matter the cost.
God, she, Grif, and Aubrey had been so close. So close to being a real family.
She rose on her toes and kissed Grif hard. Hard enough that she could feel his teeth behind his lips. When she dropped back to her feet, she said, “I have to do this. If she’d asked for you, you’d make the same choice.” He couldn’t deny it. She could see the truth in his eyes.
Carlie Beth touched Grif’s face, capturing his attention once again. “I want you to know how much I love you, but our daughter needs me. If…if I don’t—”
“Do not even fucking say those words.”
“I want you to know I asked for an amendment to Aubrey’s birth certificate for paternity determination, just in ca—”
He gripped her around the waist and gave her a kiss that matched the fierceness of hers, cutting off words she knew he didn’t want to hear. If sheer will could solve problems, they’d come out on top every time. “I love you.”
She let her hand trail slowly off his face and hurried around the house to the backyard. With a steady finger, she dialed Aubrey’s number.
Yvonne answered with a “Yeah?”
“I’m ready. Will you please send Aubrey outside?”
The laugh from the other end sent chills over Carlie Beth’s arms, and they settled in a cold knot in her stomach. “I’m not stupid. You come in and she gets to leave.”
“Do you promise?”
“What, are we in fourth grade? Do you want me to pinkie swear? Just come to the fucking door.” Again, Yvonne disconnected.
From her side vision, Carlie Beth caught sight of movement on her right. Holding handguns they must’ve gotten from somewhere in Reid’s truck, Grif and his brother had been joined by a group of deputies. Maggie was waving Carlie Beth back, but the stoic expression on Grif’s face gave Carlie Beth the last bit of strength she needed.
She jogged up the path toward her forge and knocked on the door. “Yvonne, let me in.” It swung open just enough for Carlie Beth to squeeze her way inside. She immediately reached for Aubrey and shoved her behind her. “Go.”
“Mom, I can’t—”
“Do it right this second, Aubrey Steele.”
“Mom, come with—”
“Go and I’ll be right behind—”
“You’re not going anywhere until we have a little chat.” Her eyes red and her short hair standing every which way as if she’d pulled on it, Yvonne let Aubrey slip out, but blocked the door before Carlie Beth could follow.
Carlie Beth faked a sidestep, hoping to lure Yvonne away from the door, but she wasn’t having any of it. Instead, she pushed Carlie Beth’s shoulders, making her stumble back.
“So you went and married him,” Yvonne said, staring down at Carlie Beth’s left hand.
“No.”
“But you will.”
“Yvonne, you got what you wanted. I’m here talking to you, but you really don’t want to keep me from leaving—”
“I got what I wanted?” Yvonne’s laugh was edged with mania. “I’ve never gotten what I wanted.” She took a step, but Carlie Beth matched her with a backward shuffle.
One, two, three. Carlie Beth kept moving. She knew every inch of her forge and would dance this twisted tango all night if that’s what it took. If she kept Yvonne talking long enough, surely Grif and Maggie would come to her rescue. “What do you mean? You’re a successful business owner. You have respect and people here love you.”
“Do you have any idea how long I’ve loved you?”
How could she have known when she hadn’t even realized her friend—former friend—was gay? “I—”
“Been in love with you? Do you know how long I’ve waited for you to look at me the way you look at that slick bastard you’re fucking?”
Assuming the best answer was no answer, Carlie Beth bit her lip and edged her way around the coal forge. If she could circle back to the door without Yvonne realizing she was luring her in that direction, everything would be okay.
“Do you know what it feels like to do without the one person in the world who’s your other half? Who would complete you?”
She hadn’t realized until recently, but she’d been living that way for the past fifteen years. Telling Yvonne that sure wouldn’t help this situation, so she held out a raised hand to keep her at bay. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize your feelings.”
“What kind of friend are you?”
Apparently a blind one. Or maybe just a trusting one. “We could still be friends.”
“Friends? You want to be friends? Where the hell has that gotten me for years?” Yvonne screeched. From the worktable, she snatched up a pair of scrolling jaw tongs, the ones that had gone missing recently. Oh, God. The ones with jaws that matched the wound on Austin’s temple. With short, sharp movements, Yvonne thrust them toward Carlie Beth’s face to make her point.
With every jab, Carlie Beth scooted back a little.
Aubrey’s phone rang in Yvonne’s hand, and with wild eyes, she tossed it on the anvil and attacked it with the tongs—wham, wham, wham. Bits of plastic and electronic guts jumped like crickets and rained down on the floor. Lip curled and teeth bared, she glared down at the only piece left—half of the back cover. “I don’t want them to call me again!”
Carlie Beth’s heart was like a trapped animal in her chest. Stay calm and keep her talking. That’s the only way you’ll get out of this. “Then what do you want?”
“What I’ve always wanted,” she cried, advancing again, the tongs waving wildly in her grip. “I want you to love me.”
“Carlie Beth!” Grif’s panicked yell came from just outside the door. “Are you okay?”
“Dammit, Grif, get away from there.” Maggie’s voice was commanding, but Carlie Beth thought she heard a thread of fear in it as well.
She tried to get words past her tight throat, but the first two were silent wheezes. Finally, she was able to respond. “Everything’s fine. Just—”
“Shut up, you stupid bitch!” Yvonne lunged forward.
Carlie Beth was hemmed in by two metal worktables, and couldn’t dodge the blow to her shoulder. Holy God, the pain exploded through her. It was then she realized Yvonne was subscribing to the if-I-can’t-have-you philosophy of relationships.
How could this be happening? How had she missed that Yvonne was a crazed lunatic?
Maybe the same way Grif had missed that Madison Henry was an abuse-seeking psycho. Because they both believed people were who they said they were. Because that’s what growing up in a small town taught you.
But living in this small town had also taught Carlie Beth to fight to make her own life because no one was going to simply hand it to you. And sometimes it wasn’t as pretty as people liked to believe small-town life should be.
Regardless, it was her life, she loved it, and she damn well wanted it.
Which meant she couldn’t wait for someone else to take care of this situation. If she could just make her way over to—
Thud. The tongs connected with her thigh, washing her with a vicious, nauseating pain. She breathed through it in shallow gasps.
Yvonne rested the tongs on her shoulder. “That’s how you make me feel every time I see you with that man.”
Say something back. Maybe if you keep her talking, she’ll let up on the whacking.
“What…what if I could learn to love you?” She shuffled left a couple of steps, her leg protesting.
Yvonne’s eyes narrowed as she seemed to consider Carlie Beth’s words. “Learn to love? Bullshit. Two people are either meant to be together or not. And I love you, have always loved you, enough for both of us.”
“That’s…” She couldn’t say nice. “I didn’t realize. I’m sorry.”
“You’re sorry?” Little flecks of spit were gathering at the corners of Yvonne’s mouth and her eyes looked like one of Dave’s spooked cows—wide, white, and rolling from side to side. “Sometimes sorry just doesn’t cut it. Tell me, do you think your rich lover will take your daughter to Los Angeles after you’re dead? She’ll probably get out there and whore around with a bunch of men just like you’ve done.”
A bunch of men? The only thing that kept Carlie Beth from laughing in Yvonne’s face was the shit-fire crazy in her eyes. Two more steps. Just. Two. More. Then she could reach…
One. Two. She angled her body toward Yvonne, so she could reach for the rounding hammer behind her. “I know Aubrey is in good hands with her father. With the whole Steele family,” she said, pushing confidence into every word. Yeah, she was antagonizing Yvonne, but they were playing to win now.
Yvonne made a sudden move, and expecting another blow with the tongs, Carlie Beth jumped to her right, only to have Yvonne’s fist connect with her temple from the left. Pop. Things flashed in Carlie Beth’s head that shouldn’t have. But still she wrapped her hand around the hammer on her worktable.
She opened her mouth and let out a loud, long yell like the self-defense instructor had taught in class. Yvonne’s eye flew wide at the sound and she stood still, giving Carlie Beth an opening. She brought the hammer around with every ounce of strength she had in her body only to have Yvonne dodge and avoid most of the blow.
“You bitch, you don’t love me! You can’t love me and hurt me at the same time.”
God, the irony.
From outside, Maggie yelled, “Grif Steele, don’t you dare—”
The forge’s door slammed open with such force that it bounced off the metal wall, diverting Carlie Beth’s attention for a second. Just enough time for Yvonne to lurch forward, arcing the heavy tongs down toward Carlie Beth’s head, leaving her left side unprotected. As Yvonne bent her knees, Carlie Beth brought the hammer up and around, catching her temple this time.
The sound of the steel hammer head connecting with flesh was like a melon dropping to the floor—thick and dull.
The tongs fell from Yvonne’s grip and she lurched sideways, hitting the worktable with her shoulder, then thudding to the floor.
Hammer still firmly in her grip, Carlie Beth backed away, but kept watch on Yvonne even as Grif leaned over and felt for a pulse. “Maggie,” he yelled, “Yvonne’s down!”
Carlie Beth’s stomach contracted, spasming with the need to vomit and forcing tears from her eyes. Her leg throbbing, she stumbled toward Grif without turning her back on Yvonne. Because she would never get caught off guard again.
Never.
She made it to Grif and collapsed into his arms just before those stars detonated in her head again.



CHAPTER 33
J esus William Christ, after Grif had scooped up Carlie Beth and rushed her to the hospital, he hadn’t closed his eyes for the rest of the night. He just sat in that uncomfortable-as-hell chair and stared at her, half-afraid the doctor had made a mistake, saying she was sleeping, but that she was actually in a coma.
At one point, Aubrey had pulled her chair closer, given him a comforting hug, and said, “She’s tough. Don’t worry.”
At about three in the morning, he’d finally talked Aubrey into letting Reid take her back to Tupelo Hill, hoping Carlie Beth would be awake by the time Aubrey returned to the hospital. But it was now ten and Carlie Beth still hadn’t opened her eyes. God, what did he have to do to get a miracle around here?
The door to Carlie Beth’s room eased inward—proving without a doubt that the person entering wasn’t a medical professional—and Maggie walked in. “Hey,” she whispered. “Has she woken up yet?”
Barely sparing his cousin a glance, he shook his head. How could he have let Carlie Beth go in there last night? That crazy bitch Yvonne had almost killed her.
He took a small bit of satisfaction in knowing that the woman was in this very hospital on another floor, handcuffed to the bed and in a true coma. A very small and mean part of him wished she had died on that damn floor last night.
The door opened again and in came the first wave of his family, with Aubrey leading the pack. Evie held a small travel bag, and his mom was hugging a tub of cookies that would’ve provided snacks for every daycare in North Carolina for a year. Aubrey’s forehead was creased in worry, and Grif held out his hand to her. She rushed to him, filling him with such a painful joy his throat went tight, and he pulled her down in his lap.
The only thing better than her head on his shoulder would be when her mom opened those beautiful brown eyes.
“Grif, we need to talk,” Maggie whispered. “We searched Yvonne’s house and the gallery.”
“Don’t tell me you need some other kind of proof to hold her. She beat the shi…crap…crud out of Carly Beth.”
“Crap is fine, Dad,” Aubrey told him.
“Oh, no,” Maggie said. “Ms. Winters won’t be going anywhere but prison for the rest of her life. Come out into the hall.”
“If you have something to say, do it in here.” At Carlie Beth’s gritty words, Grif shot out of the chair, almost dumping Aubrey on the floor in the process.
“Mom!”
“Hey, baby.”
Aubrey leaned over to hug Carlie Beth, but stopped herself. “I don’t think I should touch you.”
Carlie Beth blindly reached for her hand. “I don’t hurt here. How about this?”
Maggie said, “I’ll just wait outside for you, Grif.”
“There’s something you don’t want somebody to hear, and I’m betting it’s me,” Carlie Beth said. Her voice sounded as if someone had scratched sandpaper over her vocal cords, so Grif reached for the water pitcher.
“Shortcake, can you take a sip?”
Her eyes finally cracked open. “Bedside service?”
“You scared the crap out of me.”
“Why? You told me you’d never let anything happen to Aubrey or me.”
“I let you walk in there with that psycho stalker.”
Carlie Beth’s small smile was aimed at his mom. “Oh, he thinks he can let me do things. Is this a bad sign?”
“Love is a tightrope, sweetheart. Remember that.”
Carlie Beth’s focus shifted to Maggie. “Tell us. We’re all family.”
The word family cruised through Grif like a fine port—warm and intoxicating. He hadn’t fucked everything up last night—the botched proposal, letting Carlie Beth and Aubrey down, almost losing them both.
They were a family, wedding or not. And no one was ever going to take these two away from him.
“We went through Yvonne’s things,” Maggie said. “We found a crowbar with flakes of blue paint on it that we suspect she used to vandalize Grif’s car.”
“That’s all?” he asked. “What about the quenching oil?”
“Oh, we found that and plenty more. Carlie Beth, how long would you say she’d been carrying the pieces you make?”
With a small wince, Carlie Beth said, “Around three years, I think.”
“And how many items would you estimate you’ve placed with her in that time?”
“I don’t know offhand. I’d have to look back over my inventory records. Maybe a couple hundred. Some small things like wall hooks. A few more elaborate pieces like a special order chandelier for one of her customers.”
The look Maggie aimed Grif’s way told him he wasn’t going to like her next words a damn bit. “That’s about the number we found stockpiled in her house. All signed with CEP and marked with a bird in flight symbol—a hawk, maybe?”
“What? Are you saying—”
“That she didn’t sell a single one of your items as far as we can tell.”
“But…but she said Ian Brinkmann bought something, and that iron chandelier I was commissioned for supposedly sold for over a thousand dollars. Good Lord, that witch paid for Aubrey’s braces.”
“Unfortunately, we have to take everything in as evidence right now.”
“And I thought I was starting to do well.” Carlie Beth’s laugh was hollow and Grif carefully brushed her hair back. He wanted to kiss away her pain, but a room full of people and a big goose egg on her temple didn’t exactly encourage intimacy.
Maggie gave Carlie Beth a nod. “Again, real sorry about that. But, girl, you have some nerves of steel. Let me know if you ever decide to give up blacksmithing for law enforcement.”
“Oh, hell no,” Grif said.
Maggie waved on her way out, and Carlie Beth’s smile was real now. “I don’t know if you know this about me, but I’m kind of a badass.”
“You’re a bruised badass.”
Evie stepped close to Carlie Beth’s bed. “I am so sorry. This was all my fault. I’ll understand if you never want Aubrey around me again.”
Carlie Beth did a little eye roll that said she’d heard this kind of drama before and Grif held in a grin. She told his sister, “It wasn’t your fault. It’s a crazy woman’s fault. Plain and simple.”
“Reid’s at home right now, probably ripping out those doors and framing in the whole thing. If I know him, he’ll take my windows away, too.”
His mom skimmed a hand over Carlie Beth’s feet, covered by the sheet. “Sweetheart, we’re just going to leave these things and let you have some time with your family.”
Carlie Beth held out her arms to his mom. “I hope you’re all my family now.”
“Good,” his mom said, giving the love of his life a gentle hug. “Then get yourself out of this hospital as soon as possible.”
“I will.”
Once his mom and Evie left, Carlie Beth closed her eyes. “I can’t believe I knocked her out.”
“Knocked her out? She hasn’t regained consciousness since they hauled her in here last night.”
“I’m not sure that makes me feel better.”
Aubrey bent closer to the bed, near Carlie Beth’s left hand. “Mom, what’s this?”
Grif couldn’t hold back a smile. When they’d brought her in last night, the nurse had tried to take the ring off her finger, but Carlie Beth had curled her hand into a fist and mumbled something that sounded like Not in this lifetime.
“It’s an engagement ring.” Her forehead wrinkled. “At least I think it is.”
“Oh yeah,” he told her. “I’m adding a wedding band to that. The jeweler told me he could solder the two together if we want. And I definitely want.”
“You’re getting married? The two of you?”
“That’s the plan.” He took his daughter’s hand and they stood on either side of Carlie Beth, making a circle of three. He kissed the back of Aubrey’s hand, then smoothed his lips against Carlie Beth’s.
And soaked in the sweet taste of home.
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CHAPTER 1
C lare paced the living room with the phone jammed against her ear. “Mom, you can’t possibly be serious. You want me to stay with someone who treats me like this?”
“Honey, I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”
“Really? Let me get this right. I came home from my conference a day early and found Sean in our bed with Lana, his secretary. And not all that long ago, Tina, the floozy who works the snack counter in his office building. And you call this a misunderstanding?” Clare’s grip was so tight she thought the phone receiver might snap, but she didn't care.
“Honey, all I’m trying to say is you need to think about the consequences of your actions. Are you sure you want to leave Sean? Think of all you’ll be giving up. And you’ve got so much time invested in this relationship with him already. You’re almost thirty years old, and your clock is ticking!”
A sharp pain shot through Clare’s head. She pressed her fingers to her temples to alleviate the discomfort. It didn’t work. She took a deep breath and tried to conjure up a civil response to her mother. “You want me to stay with a guy who cheats because he’s got money coming out of his ears? And my biological, ticking bomb is about to go off? Thanks, Mom. Thanks a lot. I thought I could count on you for support.” She slammed the receiver down.
Clare looked down at her hand, blinking rapidly to clear her teary vision as she yanked the obscenely large, marquise diamond engagement ring from her finger with a shaky hand. She walked over to Sean’s desk, pulled an envelope from the top drawer, and scribbled his name across the front before dropping the ring inside and sealing it. She placed the envelope on the center of his tidy, over-sized mahogany desk. Staring down at it, she wondered where she’d gone wrong.
Sean gave her the ring a year ago. Now, it was evident he never intended to marry her. When she first met him three years ago, he was a rising star at a Milwaukee brokerage firm, but it didn’t take long for the success and wealth to go to his head.
Over the past year, she watched him transition from the loving and caring person she once knew into an arrogant, self-centered monster. He stopped at nothing to get what he wanted, both at work and in his personal life. That’s why his boss and clients loved him. His once soft blue eyes she loved so much turned a cold, hard blue, revealing his arrogance and deception.
Sean’s financial situation, coupled with his good looks, made it easy for him to attract the attention of the ladies. That thick, wavy blond hair, killer smile, and tall, slender physique captured the hearts of the opposite sex with only one glance. Sean knew it, loved it, and worked it.
Clare suspected his flings with Lana and Tina were not his first. She was now certain they wouldn’t be his last, and she wasn’t about to stick around for more of his cheating ways.
Just under a year ago, she'd considered leaving him. She'd suspected he was fooling around with a woman from his office, but her family convinced her otherwise. They claimed he was too nice to ever cheat on her. Deep down, she knew differently. Sean had changed, and some of their family and friends didn’t want to see it or believe it. But she knew the truth. Sean cheated and this time she decided to leave him.
In the midst of packing, the front door opened. Shit! Why did Sean have to come home early on this particular day?
“Clare, what are you doing?” Sean asked.
“What does it look like?” she asked, without looking up from the box of books she was packing. She knew she shouldn’t make eye contact with him. She was weak. If she looked at him, she might lose her nerve and stop packing.
He stepped closer to her. The scent of his aftershave tormented her, making her grow weaker by the second.
She could feel his glare on her, piercing through her back like a razor sharp dagger.
He cleared his throat. “Where are you going? Can’t we talk about this?”
Clare took a deep breath, willed herself to be strong and looked up at him. “There’s really nothing to talk about. Judging from your behavior, it’s obvious you don’t love me anymore. I’m not marrying someone who doesn’t love me and cheats on me.”
Never good at hiding his anger, his eyes turned as cold as Lake Michigan in January and hard as the lake’s icy crust. He continued to hold her gaze, his eyes telling one story while his words told another.
“You know I love you. Those flings with Lana and Tina didn’t mean anything… It was just, I don’t know, pre-marital jitters. I didn’t mean to hurt you. It will never happen again.” His smooth, self-assured tone irritated her; she saw through him at last.
At this very moment, he sounded more like a used car salesman trying to convince her to buy a jalopy rather than a man about to lose his fiancé. Clare fought her tears. She wanted to be strong, stand her ground. “You and I both know that’s not true. If you still loved me, you wouldn’t be fooling around on me. Let’s just accept this and move on. I’ll be out in a couple hours,” she said as she pulled her gaze from him and knelt on the floor to pack books into a box.
She heard him take a step closer to her. The heat emanating from his body made the apartment’s temperature rise at least five degrees. Beads of sweat trickled down her sides. Why couldn’t he go away and leave her be? His breathing intensified, and she wanted to look up at him. She desperately wanted him to love her, but he didn’t. Reaching for more books, she gripped them tightly then threw them in the box, not caring about their disarray.
Clare closed the box and extended her arm to grab a roll of tape from a nearby end table. Sean reached down, wrapped his large hand around her forearm, and yanked her to her feet. She jerked her arm away, but he snatched it back up again and squeezed it even tighter. He grasped her other arm with his opposite hand and pulled her close to him. His intense stare latched onto her like a vice grip. A brief moment of silence filled the air. She could feel his hot breath as it pelted her face.
“Let me go, you’re hurting me.” She tried to pull her arms free from his grip, but he was too strong.
He shook her back and forth in short, rough movements and yelled, “You’re not leaving me! You’re not ending this! Nobody leaves me! I will tell you when it’s over! Do you understand?”
Clare held back her tears and swallowed the lump in her throat. “Let me go! Now! It’s done, we’re finished!” Sean shoved her away, sending her tumbling back over the box she had just packed.



CHAPTER 2
Someone repeated her name as flashes of light passed by her eyes. “Clare, can you hear me? Can you hear me, Clare?” a deep masculine voice asked.
She focused on the young, handsome face only inches from hers. Once her eyes fully adjusted, she replied. “Yes, I can hear you.”
“I’m Dr. Maloney. Do you know where you are?”
Clare looked about the brightly lit room filled with medical equipment. The strong smell of alcohol and bleach stung her nostrils. “I’m in the hospital?”
“Yes, yes you are, and you’re going to be fine. You have a slight concussion.”
She nodded at the doctor, looking past him through the large glass windows to see Sean nearly running into the room. She wondered why he was rushing. The memory of the fall flooded her mind, but she couldn’t remember how she got to the hospital.
Sean stepped up to her bedside, leaned forward, and kissed her on the forehead. He gently ran his cool fingers over her flaming cheek. His hand lingered against her skin even after he straightened. “Clare, darling, I’m so glad you’re awake. I told the doctor how you tripped and hit your head on the bookcase, and the red marks on your arm are from when I tried to catch you. Do you remember?” he asked in a silky smooth tone as a hint of threat darkened his eyes. Sean was a master at this game he played.
Clare bounced her gaze between Sean and Dr. Maloney. “Yes, I remember. I fell and you grabbed me.”
Sean usually kept his abusive behavior verbal, but sometimes he would get a little violent. Usually just a push or shove, or on occasion, he would slap her with an open hand or grab her and shake her.
He hadn’t been rough or mentally abusive to her since last New Year’s Eve, nearly six months ago. She thought the counseling helped with his anger issues, but now she knew better; there wasn’t enough counseling in the world to make him change. With a PHD in Psychology, she couldn’t help but feel odd about the fact she now thought of him as a hopeless case. More importantly, she couldn’t figure out why she had put up with his abusive behavior for so long.
How had she got caught up in the same cycle as the women she was trained to counsel? She knew how, she was human too.
Though she could see it now. Sean was the classic abuser. He would abuse, then he'd retract and become the idealistic fiancé—the man she fell in love with. He'd apologize profusely, and not only beg for her forgiveness but make her believe that she was the only one who could save him. Reform him. Being an empathetic person by nature, as most therapists are, she'd get caught up in it: see the good in him, his strengths, convince herself she could help him, fix him. After a while he'd revert, like an abuser does, and repeat the cycle. It certainly didn't help that she discovered this side of him after they'd become engaged. How he hid it so well during the two years they dated was beyond her.
I feel like such an idiot.
Clare weighed her options. She didn’t want any more trouble—just wanted out. The best route was to go along with his story for now, go back to the apartment to get her things, and find a way to leave.
“How long do I have to stay here?” she anxiously asked the doctor.
The doctor shifted his gaze between Clare and Sean. “An hour, maybe two. I want to keep you under observation for a while. I’ll be back in a little bit to check on you,” Dr. Maloney said as he rose from his chair and walked out of the room.
Clare could tell Sean was not pleased but didn’t care. She closed her eyes and rested. A few moments later, a knock sounded on the door. A police officer stood in the doorway. He shot a quick glance in Sean’s direction before his gaze landed on her.
“Ms. Ulster?” the officer asked as he narrowed the gap between them.
“Yes.”
“I’d like to ask you a few questions.”
Sean sprang from his chair and stepped toward the officer. “About what?”
The officer eyed him and held his hand up in the “stop” position. “That’s between me and Ms. Ulster. I’ll get to you next,” the officer said, looking down at the small notepad in his hand. “Mr. Krane, is it?”
“Yes.” Sean replied through gritted teeth.
“You can wait for me in the hall. I’ll be with you in a moment.”
Sean hesitated but moved toward the hallway. Judging from the redness of his cheeks, she expected smoke to billow from his ears any second.
Clare spent ten minutes trying to convince the officer of the story they told the doctor. She repeated her version several times, assuring the officer she tripped and fell on her own. She didn’t like lying but thought it was the quickest and most painless way to rid herself of Sean. Even if the officer knew the truth, there wasn’t anything he could do about it if she stuck to their story.
The policeman left her room and stepped into the hallway. He towered over Sean. She watched them through the large, glass windows; Sean’s arms flailed during a portion of the conversation, clearly upset. She wondered if he knew she'd lied for him. Perhaps he was fearful she didn’t. A few moments later, the officer threw a glance her way. She smiled and nodded at him, and he walked away.
Sean stepped into the room. Though he didn’t say a word, the unmistakable fury in his eyes betrayed him. He took a seat in the chair next to her bed. He should be happy; he had dodged a bullet, yet he still looked pissed as hell.
About thirty minutes later, the doctor released her. She rose from the emergency room bed, still a bit unsteady. She closed her eyes for a brief moment to stop the room from spinning and contain the kaleidoscope flashing before her eyes. Knowing she needed to get out of Sean’s life while she still had the nerve, she willed her wobbly knees to stiffen. Sean reached for her, wrapping his hand around her arm to help steady her. She cringed in pain when his fingers pressed against her bruises, and his touch made her skin crawl.
In silence, he led her out of the hospital and to his BMW. The entire time they walked toward the car, thoughts of how to escape passed through her cloudy mind. He opened the passenger door and she slid inside.
When they arrived home, Sean cut the engine, sprang out of the car, and hustled to her side to help her out of the vehicle. Her sluggish feet carried her to their apartment with Sean at her side, gently holding her arm. Sure, now he's gentle. So the cycle begins again. He stepped ahead of her, unlocked the door, pushed it open, and followed her into the apartment.
Her cell phone rang in her purse on the kitchen countertop. He flew by her, retrieved it from her handbag, and glanced at the display screen. She reached for the phone, but he held it up high so she couldn’t get hold of it.
“Give me my phone,” she demanded.
He looked down at her with his cold, hard, blue eyes. “No, I’m not letting you have it so you can talk to him, you worthless whore.”
She knew it must be Mark. Sean’s jealousy of him grew tenfold every time he called, or she met him at the gym. Sean often accused her of sleeping with him, but it wasn’t true. She and Mark were only friends and workout partners.
In fact, he dated her long-time friend Liza, who was also a fitness instructor. Clare relied on Mark and Liza, not only in the area of fitness but with her personal life. She had poured her heart out to them on several occasions about her failing relationship with Sean. They knew most of the dirty details about the abuse, and yet they never judged. Rather, they always provided a friendly, sympathetic ear to her. She would give anything for her and Sean to be like Mark and Liza–happy and in love.
The cell phone stopped ringing and the landline started up. Clare raced to the phone with Sean on her heels. She beat him to it and grabbed the receiver, “Hello.”
“Hi, Clare. It’s Mark. We missed you at the gym tonight. Are you okay?”
Sean stared at her as she listened to Mark. The intensity of his stare nearly burned a hole through her. She stood silent for a moment. Her body heated. Sweat ran down her back.
“Are you still there?”
“Yes, I’m sorry. I’m still here. I’m not feeling well, so I thought I’d skip the gym tonight.”
She knew Mark would see through that flimsy excuse because she never skipped going to the gym on workout nights.
“Is Sean with you right now?”
“Yes.”
“Have you guys been arguing?”
Clare let out a giggle. “Oh, how funny. Why on earth would you think that?”
“Did you tell him you’re leaving him, like you planned?”
“Yes,” she replied, shifting her eyes away from Sean, fearing he would see through her.
“Liza and I will be over shortly with the truck. We’re going to get you out of there tonight,” he said and hung up before she could respond.
Twenty minutes later, a knock sounded on the door. Sean blasted her with a “look to kill.” Her stomach clenched, then she stiffened her spine and returned his stare.
The knock sounded again and Clare rose from her oversized leather chair, walked over to the door, and opened it to find Mark and Liza standing in the hall.
Sean shot to his feet and headed toward them. His jaw tightened. “Mark, Liza, what’s up?”
Mark stepped toward him, placing himself between her and Sean. “Just here to pick up Clare and her things. We’ll only be a moment.” He looked back at Clare and Liza then nodded. She and Liza headed toward the stacks of boxes and began hauling them out to the truck. Clare’s head throbbed from the concussion, but she worked through the pain. She was bound and determined to get the hell out of that apartment tonight.
The haze of anger grew thicker in the apartment with each trip. It seemed to take forever. Clare refused to look at Sean as she cleared her items out of the apartment, afraid that if they made eye contact she would weaken. She loved him, she truly did. It saddened her to know his anger stemmed from losing control of the situation, not losing her. Sean eyed Mark on occasion but Clare didn’t worry, his physique could not compare to Mark’s brick shithouse build.
Clare gave a final glance around the apartment… No sign of her remained; she slammed the door behind her and vowed to never look back. She climbed into her SUV and turned over the ignition. Her hands tightened around the steering wheel as she followed Mark, Liza, and her belongings toward their place.
A long sigh of relief floated out of her as she realized her things were finally removed from their apartment, and she from Sean’s life. As she drove, the tightness in her chest eased and a weight lifted.
It’s going to be okay. Everything will be fine. I should have left him long ago.
Clare settled into bed in the spare bedroom and glanced at the clock…nearly midnight. Her mind raced with thoughts of her life with Sean, and without him. For at least the hundredth time, she wondered where she went wrong. She would be thirty soon, and not one aspect of her life was going according to plan. She lay in bed, wallowing in self-pity. Three years of her life wasted in a relationship that went nowhere. Three years. Three years I can’t have back!
And what about everything else? She rolled her eyes as she thought about her job. Even though she had graduated with a doctorate in psychology, the best job she could muster was a part-time probation officer. She wanted to open her own counseling practice, but Sean always talked her out of it. He convinced her she wouldn’t be able to handle the stress of running her own business.
Clare sat up and fluffed her pillow, swiped her unruly hair off her face, and then recalled how she pulled three gray hairs from her head earlier in the day. She wondered how a strand of gray hair could go unnoticed for months, and then be as thick as binder twine and stand straight up even though it was nearly a foot long. Maybe her mother was right. Her clock was ticking, and to make matters worse, she was sure her boobs were starting to sag. Ugh!
Sometime during the early morning hours, between the sobs and the pity party she threw for herself, she fell asleep. She drifted to a pleasant place in dreamland, her grandparent’s home in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan on Bear Lake, where she spent many summer vacations. Inside the two-story, rust-colored house, she stood next to her grandmother by the old, wood cook stove. They were canning applesauce. Fresh baked bread cooled on the long mission-style kitchen table. The scene faded, and she now saw herself working at her grandfather’s side in the detached, two stall garage. They appeared to be building a wooden rocking chair.
Clare’s dream drifted to the Ricco house next door where her friend Chrissie lived with her parents and annoying kid brother, Jackie. Her and Chrissie swimming in the lake, hiking trails, and exploring the old abandoned iron mine on the opposite side of her grandparent’s property. The dream faded to darkness.
Clare woke early. The corners of her mouth twitched upward as she recalled her dream—those were the days.
The aroma of fresh baked bread teased her nostrils. Seriously?
She inhaled. Mmmm. God, it smells good. She rolled out of bed and slid into her robe, following the pleasant odor to the kitchen. No fresh baked bread.
Liza and Mark stepped into the room. “Why do you have such a weird look on your face?” Liza asked as she cocked her head to the side.
A couple beats of silence passed. Liza edged closer to her.
“Hello, earth to Clare. Are you okay?” Her friend waved a hand in front of Clare’s eyes.
Clare shook her head for a moment as if she were shaking everything back into place. “I’m fine. I was thinking about the nice dream I had last night. It seemed so real.”
“What was it about?”
“I dreamt about my grandparents and my grandmother’s fresh baked bread. When I woke up this morning, I could have sworn you were baking bread. I could smell it.”
Liza giggled. “Well, if I were actually baking anything in here, your dream wouldn’t have been pleasant. It would have been more like a nightmare.” Laughter filled the kitchen. Both girls knew Liza couldn’t even bake a frozen dinner.
As the coffee brewed, Clare shared every detail of her dream with Liza and Mark. During breakfast, she flooded them with stories about her summer visits with her grandparents and her friend Chrissie, as well as Chrissie’s tag-a-long, kid brother, Jackie. When she finished, she sat silent for a bit, staring into space.
“What are you thinking about?” Liza asked.
Clare snapped out of her trance and smiled.
Her friend returned the smile. “What’s got you grinning ear to ear?”
She sprang to her feet. “I’m going there. I’m going there right now.”
“Going where?”
“To Iron City. I’m moving to Iron City. I’m going to live in my grandparent’s old house. Get the hell out of here and start over. Right now!”
Liza and Mark sat silent for a few moments before Liza cleared her throat. “Seriously, you’re going to move from Milwaukee to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan? You have a job. You just can’t leave.”
“No, you’re wrong. I can just leave. I have nothing keeping me here now. This is exactly what I need, a fresh start. A do-over. I can do better than this!”
By noon, Clare found herself traveling North on Highway forty-three, Michigan bound. Visions of the old homestead flashed through her mind. She couldn’t wait to see it. Nearly ten years had passed since she last saw the house. Her parents inherited it seven years ago when her grandparents passed away, and they used it for a weekend retreat up until about three years ago. Now, the house sat empty.
About an hour into her trip, she decided she better call her retired parents in Florida.
“Hello.” Relief trickled through her when her dad, rather than her mom, answered the phone. He would be more understanding about the move and Sean.
“Hi, Dad. I have great news. I’m moving to the U.P. I’m going to live in Grandma and Grandpa’s house.”
“You can’t be serious. You haven’t been up there in over ten years. We haven’t even seen the place for a couple of years. I have no idea what kind of shape it’s in. What about Sean?”
“I left Sean. I caught him cheating again. I know you and mom wanted us to last forever, but it just wasn’t meant to be. I’m sorry. I need a fresh start.”
Silence filled the air.
Clare supposed she shocked her Dad with that information. "Dad?"
He swallowed audibly. "Your mother and I had a long discussion after your phone call yesterday." He paused briefly before continuing, "She feels terrible about how she responded to you about Sean and planned on calling you today when she got back from her Ladies' Aid meeting." Another pause. "It's just that she grew up poor and wanted more for you, and Sean is so successful."
"I know she means well, and this information about Sean is new to her—old to me but new to her. I should have told you guys sooner and gave her more time to process it, but I was just so angry with her by the time I hung up."
Another audible gulp by her father let her know he had more to say but needed a second to get it together.
"Honey, I need to ask you something I should have asked you some time ago. I want you to be honest with me."
"Okay."
He cleared his throat. "There's more to the story than Sean's cheating, isn’t there?" Her dad's voice cracked. Not something that happened very often.
"Yes," she responded, her voice not much more than a whisper of air into the phone.
"I'm so sorry, honey, I'm sorry I didn't—"
"Stop." Clare cut him off.
The pain in his voice nearly killed her. This was in no way his fault. She hadn't told her parents about the abuse; she couldn’t, she was too embarrassed. He couldn’t help her with something he didn't know about. "It's okay, Dad, it's behind me. I'm done. I'm already on my way to the U.P., ready to start over."
“That's great, honey, but there's still a bit of a problem. The power and water were shut off to the house. It may take a few days to get someone out there to get everything hooked up and back in working order.” Clare felt relieved his voice and tone returned to normal.
“That’s okay. So, I won’t have power or water for a while. I’ll use candles, get water from the Ricco’s, and I’ll use the old outhouse.”
Her dad chuckled.
“What’s so funny?”
“You do remember your fear of spiders and how they seem to love to hang out in the outhouse, right?”
“Dad, I’m a grown woman now. I think I can handle a couple of spiders for a few days.”
“Tell you what, honey, I think I’ll give Tony Ricco a call, and let him know you’re coming. He’s been keeping an eye on the place for us. Maybe he can go over there today and check things out before you get there.”
“Thanks, Dad. That’s probably a good idea. I’ll call you later. Bye.”



CHAPTER 3
T  he closer Clare got to Iron City, the more excited she grew. She could hardly contain herself as she passed through the city. Her eyes shifted from one side of the street to the other. Iron City hadn’t changed one iota over the past ten years. Perfect, it’s just perfect.
Immediately beyond Iron City lay Bear Lake. Clare’s heartbeat picked up its pace and a rush of adrenaline danced through her veins. Her fingers tingled. She loosened her grip on the steering wheel; her fingers still tingled. She turned down the gravel road toward her grandparents’ place and caught her own smile in the rearview mirror.
At a snail’s pace, she maneuvered her SUV down the road, which wound gracefully through the hardwoods. She lowered the vehicle’s windows and took in every ounce of the fresh spring air her nostrils allowed. The familiar, earthy smell acted as the key to her memory bank, unlocking and releasing every fond image of her visits to the Upper Peninsula. Her mind bathed in the comfort of her grandparents’ love.
Clare stopped at the fork in the road and took in the newly budding trees. Hmm. Not unlike me. A fresh start.
A new season of life has begun.
Accelerating again, she took the left fork up the driveway to her grandparents’ home. The right fork led to the Ricco home. She drove onto the lawn and pulled her SUV up tight to the side-door porch steps to easily transfer her belongings from the vehicle into the house. The grass glistened with moisture.
Clare slid out of her Trailblazer and stood in the overgrown, wet grass, looking the place over as the cool afternoon spring breeze swept through her hair. She swiped her uncontrollable curls from in front of her eyes, allowing her to take in the pleasant sight of her grandparents’ homestead. An old two story home with a wrap-around porch. Oh how she wished they were still with her. She missed them and longed for her grandmother’s loving arms.
The neglected condition of the house, outbuildings, and dock did not discourage her. The issues looked mostly minor and cosmetic, peeling paint and warped boards on the deck and around the doors.
“I can make this work,” she whispered to herself as she placed her right foot on the rickety bottom step of the porch. She looked down and studied the board beneath her foot. A few nails, some replacement boards, and everything would be just fine.
As she reached to open the side-door, the platform below her dipped. She felt herself sink and hopped to the side. I guess this board is a priority.
Someone said her name, and she turned her head in the direction of the voice. Mr. and Mrs. Ricco slowly approached. Clare was taken aback by how old they looked. On her drive up, she pictured them as they had been when she was a teenager, rather than a couple in their mid-seventies. They'd had their children a bit later in life. She smiled as they slowly moved toward her. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Ricco. How are you?”
They returned her smile. “We’re good. But please, you don’t need to call us Mr. and Mrs. Ricco anymore. Maria and Tony will do just fine,” Maria said as she reached to embrace Clare. “It’s been too long, sweetie.”
Tony cleared his throat. “I talked to your dad a couple of hours ago, and he let us know you were coming. As you can see, the place is in need of a little work, but it’s not too bad. I assured him we would help you out in any way we could, and we’d keep an eye on you.” He flashed her a teasing wink.
“Thanks. I appreciate it.”
“Tony, perhaps you should help this dear, young lady unload some of her things, and I’ll go home and finish making dinner. Clare, why don’t you settle in a bit and then join us. It’ll be ready in about thirty minutes. You must be starved after your long drive.”
Clare’s heart warmed at the kindness of her neighbor. “Thank you. That would be great.”
Tony helped her unload the few boxes she would need for the evening and stacked them in the kitchen. Then they wandered about the house, making small talk about her grandparents. As she stepped through the kitchen, she ran her finger over the smooth wood of the long, dusty, wooden kitchen table. She crouched down in front of the famous wood cook stove her grandmother used to make delicious, homemade meals, gripped the handles, and pulled the door open—half expecting to see a roasting pheasant in a large black pan.
Tony smiled at her, gave her a wink, and then shifted his glance toward the table. “Many a nights Maria and I sat at this table with your grandparents, playing cards and sipping a little moonshine.”
The twinkle in his eyes brought a smile to her lips. “You and Grandpa Fredrik were quite the rounders in your day, weren’t you?”
A bit of laughter escaped his lips. “Who, me? And Grandpa Fredrik?”
They went upstairs and looked about the three bedrooms. All the furniture was still in place, but covered with sheets. They removed the dusty linens, tossed them into a pile in the hallway, and assessed the condition of the items. Though they were losing sunlight, it was easy to see the worn condition of the furniture. Beds sagged, wood needed staining, and dressers were missing knobs. Some of it would need to be replaced, but it would do for now.
A damp, musty smell swept through Clare’s nostrils and thick waves of dust stirred about the air causing her to sneeze non-stop, but she didn’t mind. It felt like home. She felt comfortable and at ease, and couldn’t wait to start cleaning up the place and settle in.
Tony brushed some dust off his sleeve and glanced at Clare. “I know you’re eager to stay here, but why don’t you spend the night at our place—at least tonight, until you’ve had a chance to clean up in here a bit.”
Clare looked around and thought about his invitation. “Thank you. That’s probably a good idea. It’ll be dark soon, and without power and water I can’t do much anyway.”
“Oh, that reminds me, your dad asked me to call a plumber and electrician. They’ll be here tomorrow to check things out to make sure the old pipes and wiring are still usable and safe. I would imagine it's all good, but your dad was worried and wanted to make sure. With any luck, maybe you'll have some service in the next day or two,” Tony said over his shoulder as he led the way back down the stairs.
Clare grabbed her suitcase and followed Tony to his house where they found Maria already setting the kitchen table. They sat down and talked about old times, mainly about Clare and Chrissie and how much fun they had during Clare’s summer visits. Maria gave an update on Chrissie’s life, spanning from the time the girls last saw each other at Chrissie’s wedding, to earlier in the day when Maria called to tell her about Clare moving into her grandparent’s house.
Maria shared pictures of Chrissie’s family, including her husband, David, six-year-old son, Aiden, and four-year-old daughter, Emma. “They only live a couple of hours away, so they visit every few weekends. She was so excited when I told her you were moving up here. In fact, they’ll be here this coming weekend, so you two will have a chance to catch up.”
After several hours of visiting, Clare needed toothpicks to prop open her heavy eyelids.
“I’m sorry to keep going on. You must be exhausted from your big day. You can sleep in Chrissie’s old room tonight, and we’ll talk more in the morning,” Maria said as she rose from her chair and motioned for Clare to follow her.
Within minutes of sliding into bed, Clare fell asleep. She didn’t hear another sound until the bright morning sun peeked through the cracks in the window blind. As she lay in bed relaxing, the sounds of Tony and Maria’s voices found their way to her ears. She listened for a bit and heard the muffled sound of a second man’s voice.
She rolled out of bed, threw on her robe, and headed downstairs. As she walked toward the kitchen, she heard the squeak of the screen door as it opened and shut. A car engine cranked over, and within a couple of beats, the engine noise grew faint. The aroma of coffee and bacon toyed with her nostrils. She inhaled again—her mouth watered.
She entered the kitchen to find Maria and Tony sitting at the table finishing their breakfast. Maria looked up at Clare and smiled. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”
“Like a baby. Thank you.”
Maria rose from her chair. “Have a seat, dear. I’ll make you some eggs. Would you like some coffee?”
“Yes, but I can get it,” Clare said as she poured herself a cup and took a seat across from Tony at the table.
Tony looked up from his newspaper. “You just missed Jack. He wanted to stay and see you, but he had to leave for work.”
The corners of Clare’s mouth tilted upward as she thought about Jack. “Oh my gosh, Jackie still lives here?”
Tony chuckled and pointed out the window toward the picturesque, log home on the opposite side of Bear Lake. “Well, not here. He lives over there in the house he built.”
Maria set Clare’s breakfast in front of her, took a seat at the table, and chatted with her while she ate. Clare polished off her eggs, toast, and bacon in no time.
“I set some towels and a washcloth out for you in the bathroom, in case you wanted to shower,” Maria offered.
“Thank you. I appreciate everything you guys are doing for me. I can’t wait to get back over to the house and start cleaning it up.”
Tony looked up from his newspaper again. “I’ll watch for the plumber and electrician and come over when they get to your place.”
By nine o’clock, Clare had showered and slipped on a pair of old worn jeans, long-sleeve t-shirt, and tennis shoes. She grabbed a couple of buckets of water from the Ricco’s kitchen tap and headed to her grandparent’s home—her home.
Within the hour, the plumber, electrician, and Tony stood in her kitchen preparing the house for utility services. Luckily, both these guys were friends of Tony’s, so they agreed to help even though it meant working on a Sunday. And as luck would have it, the power company’s serviceman, the electrician’s nephew, was in Iron City on this particular weekend to handle an emergency in town. If all went well, her electricity would be turned on by day’s end.
As the guys worked about the house, Clare continued to clean. Washing out the cupboards, wiping down the cabinets, and scrubbing floors used most of the cleanser Maria gave her, and she swapped out her water buckets several times at the Riccos. She wanted to vacuum and hoped the old relic in the closet still worked. Patience, soon there will be power.
At noon, Maria strolled over with a tray of tuna sandwiches on homemade white bread, chocolate cake, and sodas for everyone. They sat on the porch steps and ate their lunch.
The warm spring air awakened the annoying insects. She forgot how thick they could be this time of year. She spent more time swatting at pesky bugs than eating her lunch, so she went back into the house to continue working.
By late afternoon, the men finished their work, and Clare had power and water. She called her dad to let him know everything was now up and running. He had called twice before noon to check on things, to check on her. It probably nearly killed him that all this activity was taking place and he couldn't be a part of it. Even her mom called to see how she was doing, and apologize for her irrational comments the day before. It was easy to forgive her mother. Deep down she knew her mom loved her and simply wanted her to be happy.
After a quick vacuum job, Clare glanced about the living room while she stretched her arms above her head and tilted her trunk from side to side. Her muscles ached from cleaning and rearranging the furniture. Her legs felt flimsy as rubber bands. Time to quit for the day.
She uncorked a celebratory bottle of wine she purchased on the way up and poured herself a glass. A glance out the window, overlooking the enchanting lake, invited her to slip outside. A smidgeon of apprehension sifted through her as she walked through the tall grass toward the dock, hoping not to come across any fuzzy or slithering creatures.
She opened the door to the dilapidated boathouse, reached in, and grabbed an old lawn chair with the nylon webbing. Stepping gingerly, she hauled it down to the end of the rickety old dock, trusting the old structure would support her. Taking a chance, she set her chair up, blew off the dust, made sure it was free of spiders, and took a seat. She sipped her wine as she stared out over the lake pondering her life.
How on earth did I allow myself to get sucked into the abuse cycle with Sean for so long? I should have known better and left him sooner.
A beam of moonlight shot down on Bear Lake, causing the ripples on the water’s surface to glisten and flash like a sparkler on the Fourth of July. The only thing missing was the crackling and sizzling sound. Instead, silence filled the night air.
Beautiful, this is absolutely the most beautiful place on earth.
So pure. A great place for a new beginning.
Muscle spasms jerked through her legs, reminding her of her long day. She took another sip of wine and started to plan her next move. First thing tomorrow, she would search for a job. With any luck, maybe Iron City needed a probation officer. What if they didn’t? Perhaps she should open her own practice. After all, that had been her plan out of college. She had thought about it many times over the past couple of years, but Sean always extinguished the idea.
The more she thought about it, the angrier she grew toward Sean for not supporting her and always putting her down. Why did he behave that way? What was his motive? He certainly didn’t lack self-esteem. She sipped her wine, and shook her head, growing angrier with herself for letting Sean talk her out of her dreams. Why did I let him? Fear of failure?
Clare leaned her head back and stared at the stars. Screw Sean, that asshole! Good God, how did I not see it? All the signs where right in front of my eyes and I’m a freaking PHD. He’s controlling, possessive, and jealous. He wasn’t worried about me not being able to handle my own practice; he was worried about me becoming too independent!
Clare lifted her head and glanced out over the lake. Now, with her fresh start, maybe it was time to pull the trigger and open her own practice. Venture into the unknown. Take a chance. Could she even drum up enough clientele to make a living in a town as small as Iron City?
“Well, I won’t know if I don’t try,” she whispered to the silent night and the dancing waters of Bear Lake.



CHAPTER 4
C lare woke early Monday morning, well rested, and ready to hit the ground running. She quickly showered, dried her hair, and powdered her nose.
A cool draft greeted her when she flung the bathroom door open and stepped into the bedroom. The old windows would need some attention before next winter. Rubbing her arms, she rid herself of the goose bumps while she hunted for something to wear. She covered her chilled arms with a long sleeve t-shirt and whipped on a pair of jeans and tennis shoes.
She ran downstairs to retrieve a piece of notebook paper from her briefcase and hurriedly scratched out a list of all the items and supplies needed from town. After gathering her thoughts, she pulled out her cell phone, scrolled through her contacts to her boss’ number, and then tapped the screen.
“Hello, Mack here.”
“Hi, Mack. It’s Clare.”
“Hi, what’s up?”
“I’ve got some…news.”
“What is it?”
“I, ahh, moved to the U.P.”
Clare got along great with her boss and really liked him, which is why she found it difficult to tell him she was quitting without notice.
She could hear Mack breathing and waited him out.
“Did Sean do something to you? Are you okay?”
Clare blew off an internal sigh. So Mack knew about Sean's abusive ways.
“I’m fine, and I’m really sorry about not giving the proper notice. I just needed to get away from Sean and get a fresh start. I moved into my grandparents’ old house in Iron City. I’m really sorry to put you out like this.”
“You know what, Clare? It’s okay. Everything will be fine here. I’m just glad you’re taking care of yourself and doing what you need to do. You know how I feel about Sean. He never treated you right. Is there anything I can do for you?"
Clare thought for a moment and cleared her throat. “I feel kind of selfish asking you for a favor right now after how I put you out but… Is there any chance you can call your colleagues and see if there are any employment opportunities in this area?”
“Let me see what I can do. I’ll make a few calls and get back to you.”
“Thanks Mack. Talk to you later.”
Clare hopped into her Trailblazer and headed for town. Within a couple of minutes, she parked downtown and wandered aimlessly along the sidewalks, getting a feel for Iron City, which had grown to almost three thousand people. She liked how friendly the people were as they smiled and said, “Hello” when they passed by her. From what Clare could remember, it appeared not much had changed in the past ten years or so.
She strolled into Smith’s corner hardware store and picked up some items. She couldn’t help but smile at the sight of four older gentlemen, coffee-klatching immediately beyond the entryway of the store. They stood around a kitchenette area, snacking on some pastries while solving the world’s problems. The young cashier noticed Clare staring at the men. “Every day, same time, they come in for their coffee and doughnuts. I wish I had that kind of time. Must be nice to be retired.”
Clare smiled at the cashier, paid her bill, and exited the store. After tossing the items in her SUV, she continued her walk downtown.
“Is that Clare Ulster?” she heard someone ask. She snapped her head in the direction of the voice to find a good-looking, dark-haired man with a mustache staring in her direction.
Clare raised her hand and placed it above her eyes to shield the sun to get a clearer look. He stood in the doorway of the fire station.
“Matty, Matty Ganea. Is that you?” she asked.
The man chuckled. “Yes, it is, but nobody’s called me Matty in years. It's Matt now.”
Clare sifted through her memory bank and recalled that Matty and Jackie had been best friends, and how they annoyed the crap out of her and Chrissie in the old days. Chrissie’s parents would make her take Jackie wherever she went—to the beach, hiking, or downtown—and wherever Jackie went, Matty went. Clare remembered how they hated always having the boys in tow. Hauling around a kid brother and his geeky, best friend, who were three years younger, was appallingly embarrassing for Chrissie.
“Step inside. I’ll give you a tour of my little domain,” Matt said, waving her into the fire station.
Clare followed him about the station as he gave her the nickel tour. His in-depth knowledge of all the equipment and gear in the station was impressive. He obviously took his work seriously.
"And now, Clare, for the final stop on the tour. You can try on my turnout gear."
"No, that's okay.” She wasn't about to put on his gear.
"Sorry, you're not getting out of it that easy. Everybody tries on the gear at the end of the tour. It's policy."
Her cheeks flushed. He was serious.
Matt pointed to the thick pants folded down over a pair of heavy boots. She stepped in hesitantly, stood in place while he yanked a matching jacket from a hook, and held it out for her to slip on. The heavy coat rested on her shoulders, weighing down her arms. How was he able to move quickly to put out fires with this heavy mass on his body?
He grabbed a helmet from the rack and gently placed it on her head as if it were a fragile diamond tiara. She felt foolish standing there in the bulky gear, but his beaming child-like smile talked her into letting him have his way.
"There we are…perfect. Now you're ready to fight fires. Or at least retrieve cats from treetops." They shared a laugh.
A young, buff firefighter slid down the pole next to where she stood, gave her the once over, and flashed his pearly whites. “You must be the new chief.”
Clare cocked her head to the side, wondering what he was talking about, and then it dawned on her she was still wearing Matt’s helmet. She reached up and removed the helmet. As she handed it back to Matt, she noticed the word ‘Chief’ stamped across the front. Clare raised a brow. “Matty, you’re the chief?”
His grin grew nearly as wide as the fire bay, and he perched his hands on his hips. “Yes, I am. Why do you seem surprised by that?”
Clare’s cheeks grew warmer, certain they were as red as the fire trucks in view. She searched her mind for a response. “Well, it’s just that you’re so young. I thought chiefs were older.”
Before she could even finish her sentence, the fire alarm sounded. Firefighters scrambled about and within moments, she found herself standing alone in the station. Hmm, that’s interesting; geeky, little Matty grew up to be the fire chief. Clare continued on her walk downtown.
On the opposite end of the block stood the combined city hall and police station. The large windows were plastered with public notices, including an ‘Office Space for Rent’ sign. She debated whether or not to inquire as she still contemplated opening up her own counseling practice. If she did, she would need an office. Clare pushed her way through the glass door and walked up to the reception counter, catching the attention of the receptionist.
“Can I help you, ma’am?"
“I saw the ‘Office Space for Rent’ sign in the window, and I’d like to take a look.”
The receptionist rose from her chair, and flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder. “Sure, no problem. Let me just get the key. I’ll be right back,” she said, disappearing into a room behind her desk area. A moment later, the young woman surfaced with a key in hand.
Clare followed the pretty, blue-eyed woman down a narrow hallway, separating the city hall portion of the building from the police station. The young lady unlocked a door at the end of the corridor on the city hall side of the building. It led to a small, paneled room with a window overlooking an alley and the back of the Family Diner. The waiting room was equipped with a 70s green Invincible brand desk with two matching file cabinets, a coat tree and several orange and yellow chairs from the same era. The woman pulled out another key and unlocked a second door on the opposite side of the room. The décor mirrored that of the first, view and all.
Clare took a few moments to look about and weighed her options. “How much is the rent?”
“Four hundred dollars per month and a box of doughnuts for the cops,” the young woman replied, cracking a smile. “They tell me I have to say that, or I’ll be walking for the rest of my life.”
Clare chuckled. “I’ll take it.”
“Great. Let’s go back up front, and I’ll call the city attorney and get the paperwork started. By the way, my name is Mandi.” The woman extended her hand toward Clare.
Clare shook the woman’s hand. “Clare Ulster, nice to meet you.”
“Oh, you’re the one who moved into the house next to Mr. and Mrs. Ricco,” Mandi said as she motioned her to follow her back up the hallway.
Clare cocked her head to the side. “How did you know that already? I just moved in.”
Mandi chuckled. “Small town. Everyone knows everyone’s business. We have a saying here. If you don’t want everyone to know what flavor of jelly you spread on your toast this morning, don’t use jelly.”



CHAPTER 5
C lare glanced down at her watch when her stomach growled. It was nearly noon already, so she decided to grab a bite at the Family Diner. Her eyes scanned the lease agreement for the office as she ate. Everything seemed in order, so she signed and returned it to Mandi, and headed home. She was eager to continue cleaning up her house and property, and figure out how to get her practice up and running.
During her short drive home from town, she counted three deer and an eagle. What a treat!
I can't remember the last time I saw a wild animal, let alone a bald eagle.
Clare pulled her SUV into the driveway, parked in front of the two-stall garage, and slid out of the car onto a freshly mowed lawn. Living in the city for so many years, she forgot how refreshing the scent of newly cut grass could be. She stared at the grass for a moment and wondered who mowed her lawn.
With her arms laden with bags of items she'd purchased in town, she struggled to shut the hatch.
“Let me help you,” Tony yelled as he approached. He took some of the bags from her and followed her toward the house.
“Thanks for mowing my grass, but you shouldn’t have.”
Tony smiled kindly. “I can’t take the credit. Jack stopped by and took care of it. In fact, you just missed him. He waited around for you for a few minutes but had to get back to work.”
“Darn it. I missed him again. I’d really like to see him.”
Tony flashed a sly look in her direction. “He usually stops by our house every night on his way home from work. If you’d like, I’ll tell him to pop in.”
“That would—”
Clare’s cell phone rang.
Tony set the bags on the kitchen table and waved to her as he turned and headed out of the house.
Clare answered her phone to find Mack at the other end.
“You’re not going to believe this, but there is a part-time probation officer position available in Iron County.”
“No way, really?”
“Yeah, and I’ve set up an interview for you tomorrow morning at nine o’clock at City Hall with Peter O’Reilly. He’s from the Michigan State Department of Corrections.”
“That’s great news, Mack. Thank you so much. I’ll be there.” Clare spent the remainder of the afternoon scattering more of her personal belongings throughout the house, and making an extensive list of all the repairs needed, both inside and outside. She prioritized by safety status. First on the list, replace some of the planks on the porch. Every time she walked on it, her feet found the rotten planks, causing her to fear falling though the deck. Once the deck was fixed up, she planned to hang a swing on it just like her grandparents used to have. She stared out over the lake and envisioned herself gliding on the swing, watching the fireflies flutter about the yard with the moonlit lake in the background.
Clare pulled a lawn chair onto the front porch, facing the lake. Taking in its beauty, she wondered how long it would be before it would warm up enough to take a dip.
“Hey, Clare.”
“Hi, Matty, what are you doing here?” she asked as she turned her head in his direction and fixed her eyes on him. He still wore his fire chief attire. She'd been so engrossed in her thoughts, she didn’t even hear Matty pull into her driveway and park his truck.
Matt glanced back at his emergency service vehicle. The red pickup was decked out with light bars and firefighting equipment. “I was just on my way home from work and thought I’d stop by and see what you’ve done with the old place. Besides, due to the fire call, we didn’t get a chance to finish catching up.”
Having enjoyed his company earlier at the fire station, she welcomed his company now. Clare smiled and rose to her feet. “Let me get you a lawn chair. I’ll be right back.”
As she opened the front door, she glanced back at Matt and caught him staring at her backside. Unable to help herself, she smiled. “Can I get you anything to drink?”
He quickly lifted his gaze from her butt and found her eyes. “Sure, I’ll take a beer if you have one.”
Clare surfaced a moment later with a lawn chair in one hand and a beer in the other. She handed him both. Sitting on the porch shooting the breeze, an hour had passed before they knew it. Clare found herself mostly listening to Matt talk about himself, his job, and Iron City, but she didn't mind. She could listen to anyone talk all day long about her new place of residence. On occasion, he would throw a compliment her way, which made her feel good. She wasn’t accustomed to receiving compliments from men. Sean usually only criticized anything she did or said, or how she looked, or what she wore.
A loud growl echoed in Clare’s stomach. She glanced down and gave it a pat before she lifted her eyes toward Matt. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”
“Sure. Thanks.”
Matt followed her into the kitchen. She retrieved a couple of pork chops, some asparagus, and another beer for each of them from the 50s model refrigerator.
"Wow, that old fridge still works," Matt commented.
"Yeah, I was kind of surprised but I cleaned it out, plugged it in, and it fired right up. It's kind of loud but it cooled right down."
Matt nodded. "They don't build stuff like they used to."
"True."
Matt leaned his backside against the counter. "It's nice to have you back in Iron City. You look great."
"Thank you, it feels good to be here."
A womanizing smile stretched across his face while he watched her. Admittedly, she kind of liked the compliments and the way he looked at her. What woman wouldn't? He was a handsome, successful guy.
"Dinner smells wonderful. You seem to know your way around the kitchen."
"I enjoy cooking. It relaxes me."
Matt smiled and lifted his eyebrows. "Ah, a domestic goddess."
"I wouldn’t exactly say that." Clare giggled as she served up their plates and they sat at the table.
As they ate, Matt told her about a fundraiser he and the firefighters were working on for the purchase of new radios. He lost here somewhere between analog and digital.
“What’s so interesting out there?” Matt asked.
Clare turned her head in Matt’s direction. “What? Out where?”
He looked out the window facing the Ricco’s house and pointed. “Out there. I don’t think you’ve heard a word I’ve said for the past five minutes. You looked like you were in some sort of trance as you stared out the window.”
“Oh, sorry. I just remembered Tony was going to send Jack over here tonight. I haven’t seen him since I’ve been back, and I’ve been wanting to catch up with him,” Clare replied as she kept her eyes focused on Matt.
She couldn’t help but notice how his warm brown eyes turned dark and cold. His face tightened and jaw clenched at the sound of Jack’s name. She found his reaction kind of strange, seeing how they were the best of friends when they were kids.
“Is everything okay, Matt?”
He shifted his eyes from Clare to the window and cleared his throat. “Yes, everything is fine.”
Clare wanted to know why Matt’s mood changed, but he looked as though he didn’t want to talk about it. In fact, he didn’t talk about much of anything for the remainder of his stay. And with each tick of the clock, he grew fidgety and nervous, checking his wristwatch every few minutes. At ten to seven, he gave his watch one last glance, drained his beer bottle, and rose from his chair.
“Well, I suppose I better shove off. Thanks for dinner. It was really good.”
“You’re welcome,” she replied, rising to her feet to see him out. “It was fun catching up.”
“I had a good time, too. Maybe we can do it again sometime.”
“Sure, sounds good.”
She watched him climb into his pickup truck, start the engine, and drive away. His glowing taillights weaved through the woods and faded out of sight. She shifted her eyes from the winding driveway to the Ricco house and wondered if Jack had stopped by. If so, why didn’t he stop in to see her? Then her gaze slid from the Ricco house to the picturesque log home on the opposite side of the lake. Though it was still bright from the setting sun, she could see lights on in Jack’s house. She shrugged her shoulders. Well, maybe he just went straight home after work.
Hoping to look refreshed for her job interview in the morning, Clare slipped into bed early. Sleep wouldn't come; she tossed and turned. She knew leaving Sean was the right thing to do but to quit her job and move to the Upper Peninsula? It was unlike her to be so impulsive. What would she do if she didn't land this job tomorrow, or if she crashed and burned starting her own practice?
Stop! You got this Clare Ulster. Tomorrow morning you're going to put on your big girl panties and get this show on the road!



CHAPTER 6
C lare flipped over and glanced at the clock. Nearly seven, and the birds had been singing joyfully for almost an hour already. Her alarm would go off soon.
She threw the covers back and slid her feet to the cool wood floor. Lifting her arms high above her head, she stretched and leaned back a bit to work the kinks out of her spine then padded off to the bathroom.
After showering and applying the usual makeup, Clare dressed in a knee-length, black dress with lime green and yellow polka dots, accented with a matching lime-colored blazer and black strappy sandals. The polka dots looked cheerful and energized her. She accessorized with small, gold, hoop earrings, and a gold bracelet. After giving herself a once over in the full-length mirror, she grabbed a cup of coffee and hit the road.
She parked her car in front of City Hall and took a moment to collect her thoughts for the interview. Through the large plate glass window, she saw Mandi sitting at her reception desk. Maybe a chat with her might calm her nerves.
Clare pushed through the front door, drawing Mandi’s attention. “Good morning, Clare. Am I glad to see you.”
“Really?”
Mandi nodded her head, her shiny blonde hair floating gracefully about her shoulders. “You have clients waiting for you in your reception office. I told them you would be in about nine, but you wouldn’t be able to meet with them right away—your appointment with Mr. O’Reilly. They insisted on waiting."
Clare cocked her head to the side. “But I’m not ready. How did they even know I was opening up a practice?”
Mandi giggled. “First of all, it's a small town, everybody already knows. Secondly, they were adamant they see you today and insisted on waiting for you.”
“Who are they?”
Mandi rolled her eyes and shook her head. “They’re referred to as the ‘Freaky Foursome.’ They graduated with my older sister and their names are Kaye Hiltonen, Pam Spitza, Brenda Maki, and Dawn Hanttula. Obviously from their nickname, you can tell they’re a bit different.”
Mandi stretched her neck to look around Clare toward the street. “Here comes Mr. O’Reilly. Good luck with your interview.”
Clare turned around just as a man came through the front door. “Mr. O’Reilly?”
“Yes, you must be Clare,” he said as he extended his hand toward her.
O’Reilly glanced toward Mandi. “Can we use the spare office in the back?”
“Sure, if it’s okay with Clare. She rented the space yesterday.”
He shifted his gaze between the women. “What?”
“She’s a psychologist. She’s opening a practice,” Mandi replied.
O'Reilly fixed his puzzled gaze on Clare. "You're planning to do both?"
Oh, oh. Not starting out good here.
"Yes. I've never had my own practice before, and I don't have any clients yet so I'm guessing I won't be very busy for a while. And the probation job is only part-time, right?"
The man nodded in acknowledgement. "Well, shall we?” O’Reilly asked, motioning for Clare to lead the way to her office.
Whew.
They were about three-quarters of the way down the hallway when the glass door at the end of the corridor opened. A large, scraggly-looking man, followed by a police officer, pushed through the doorway. The man’s hands were cuffed behind his back, and he squirmed as the officer held a firm grip on his upper arm. Clare slid her gaze from the prisoner’s arm up to the officer’s eyes. For what seemed like an eternity, she found herself staring into the deepest, darkest chocolate eyes she had ever seen. The intensity beaming from the officer’s eyes was as charged as her own concentrated stare. Clare ripped her gaze from the officer’s and moved against the wall to keep her distance from the prisoner.
She entered the reception area to her newly rented office, and four women ceased their chatter. All gazes landed on her and O’Reilly. “We’re here for therapy,” one of the women blurted.
Clare looked back at O’Reilly, and then down at the women. “Well, I already have a nine o’clock appointment…”
“We’re in no hurry. We’ll wait."
“Okay,” Clare said as she and O’Reilly passed the women and entered her office. The interview lasted for almost forty-five minutes before O’Reilly officially offered Clare the part-time probation officer position. Together they decided she would conduct her probation business from her own office, rather than the Police Department lunchroom where her predecessor used to take clients.
O’Reilly exited her office, and a rush of relief fell over her. She had a job and was thankful he apparently didn’t know how unfocused she was during the interview. Her mind stayed with the officer she’d met in the hall and his sexy, dark chocolate eyes. Though he held a prisoner in with his hand, the warmth and calmness in his gaze intrigued her. Over forty-five minutes had passed since she locked gazes with the handsome officer, and her heart still raced. She sat behind her green, metal desk, taking in slow, deep breaths to calm herself before going back into the reception area to address the four women waiting for her.
Clare lifted herself off the beat-up, old office chair and headed toward the reception area. The second she passed through the doorway, all eyes zoned in on her. “How can I help you ladies?”
“We would like therapy,” said the same woman who spoke before, using the same matter of fact tone.
Clare shifted her eyes among them. “Okay. Do you want to meet as a group or individually?”
The women looked at each other, and again, the same woman spoke for all of them. “Can you give us a minute alone, please?”
“Sure. I’ll be in my office. Let me know when you’re ready.” Clare turned on her heel and went back into her office.
Moments later, she heard a knock on her office door. She looked up to find the women’s spokesperson. “We would each like to meet with you individually.”
“All right, who’s going first?”
The woman stepped back as she spoke to let the first client pass through the doorway. “This is Pam Spitza. She’ll be going first.”
Clare watched Pam as she walked through the doorway, looking as though she would rather be anywhere else but here. She was a bit on the shy side and somewhat plain, but her stylish red hair flattered her round, freckled cheeks.
They met for nearly thirty minutes. A typical introductory session as Pam clarified what brought her to therapy, and Clare evaluating whether or not she could help the woman. Though getting Pam to reveal that point took a bit of prompting from Clare. She hoped the others wouldn't be as timid and shy. Perhaps once she had time to get her office set up for clients it would give a more welcoming and calming feel. Just some personal touches to make her seem more real to people and create an atmosphere that would encourage clients to trust her and speak freely.
Once the session with Pam concluded, Brenda Maki entered the office with a smidge of reluctance. Brenda, like Pam, carried a few extra pounds on her small frame. Clare liked her short wispy hair style and dark waves highlighted with blonde streaks. It made her look fresh and cheerful, though Brenda was not. The session wrapped up in a little less than a half-hour.
Next on the docket was Dawn Hanttula. Dawn strode into Clare’s office, took a seat on the chair opposite her, and crossed her long legs. Reaching up, she used one hand to fling her straight, brown hair over her shoulders before she focused her brown eyes on Clare. She wore a spandex tank top under an open shirt, and when she sat down, Clare couldn’t help but notice her stomach roll ooze over the top of her tightly-fitted, floral capri pants. Dawn rested her hands on her lap, not fidgeting like her two predecessors.
Another thirty minutes passed and finally Clare met with the last woman in the waiting room, the spokesperson Kaye Hiltonen, a strikingly attractive woman. She entered the office with confidence and ease. Her long, straight blonde hair flowed over her shoulders and down to the center of her back. She fixed her piercing, blue eyes on Clare as she sat. She proudly displayed her boobs in a tight, short-sleeve spandex top. Fake. And she, like the rest of her group, carried some excess poundage around the middle.
It was nearly noon by the time Kaye wrapped up. After missing breakfast, exhaustion and hunger had consumed Clare. She’d had a pretty big day already. She decided to run across the alley to the Family Diner and get something to eat as soon as she finished making her office supply list.
A knock on the door startled her. Mandi stood in her doorway with a sub sandwich and soda in hand. “I hope you like salami.”
“That’s for me?”
“Yup. How’s your day going?” Mandi asked as she took a seat in the chair opposite Clare’s desk.
“Actually, it’s going pretty good. I got a job today and my first clients. Couldn’t ask for more. Thanks for bringing the food. I was absolutely starving even before I started my last session. How much do I owe you?”
“You don’t owe me anything. Jack’s the one who picked it up. He hoped to eat with you when you finished up with the 'Freaky Foursome' but he got a call and needed to go, so he asked me to deliver it when the ladies left. He wasn’t sure how long he'd be out on the call.”
Clare cocked her head to the side and looked at Mandi for a moment. “Jack Ricco?”
“Yes.”
“How did Jack know I was here?”
“He said he saw you when you passed him in the hallway before. You mean, you didn’t notice him in that narrow corridor this morning?” Mandi asked, pointing back into the direction of the hallway.
“The only people I saw in the hallway this morning was a police officer and a prisoner.”
“Yes. That was Jack.”
Clare’s eyes widened at the thought. “Oh, my God, Jack was arrested?”
Mandi closed her eyes took a deep breath and shook her head. “No, Jack was not arrested. He did the arresting. He’s the police chief. For crying out loud, how long has it been since you’ve seen him? He recognized you immediately. He’s been talking about you non-stop since he saw you. So much in fact, I feel like I’ve known you my whole life. I don’t think he’s talked this much in the two years I’ve worked for him.”
Clare’s jaw nearly hit her desk. “Jack Ricco is the police chief?” The man with the sexy, dark eyes.
“Yes. Jack Ricco is the police chief,” Mandi repeated slowly as if that would aid Clare’s understanding. “Well, I better get back up front and man the fort. Enjoy your lunch.”
After finishing her lunch and supply list, Clare grabbed her purse and headed toward the front office, stopping by Mandi’s desk on her way out. “Is Jack back from his call?”
Mandi shook her head and answered the ringing phone.
Clare left the City Hall building and headed for the local Pamida store to get her supplies. Several hundred dollars later, she headed home, intentionally driving slowly to catch a glimpse of more wildlife. No sightings, but it was still a lovely Upper Peninsula spring day. She turned onto the gravel road leading to her house and spotted Tony with his old black lab, Martha. The bid dog looked just like the one the Ricco's had when she was a teenager but that dog's name was Millie. Clare stopped her vehicle at the fork in the road and lowered the window.
“Hi, Tony. How are you?”
“Good. Heard you had a busy day today. Got a job and some clients,” Tony commented as he flashed his fatherly smile at her.
“How did you know that already?” Clare asked, in complete amazement as to how fast news traveled in Iron City.
“Jack told me. You just missed him.”
Clare blew out a sigh. “I would really like to see him.”
Tony cocked his head to the side and pulled his eyebrows together. “He didn’t stop over last night?”
“No.”
“Hmm, that’s odd. When he left our house, I thought he was going to pay you a visit.”
Clare shrugged. “I guess he changed his mind, but I did have a visitor last night. Matt Ganea stopped over for a while.”
A look of disappointment fell over Tony’s face. He bobbed his head up and down. “Ahh. Well, have a nice night,” he said, walking in the direction of his house with old Martha in tow.
“You too, Tony,” Clare replied and wondered what Tony meant by his “Ahh” comment, and why his mood changed at the sound of Matt’s name.
Clare parked her car and headed into the house as she pulled her buzzing cell phone from her purse. Her mom's face flashed across the screen. "Hi Mom."
"Hi, I'm just calling to see how you're doing?"
"I'm good. Actually, I'm great. I got a job today and my first clients," Clare replied excitedly.
"That's wonderful. What kind of job?"
"Same thing I was doing in Milwaukee, probation officer."
"Just a minute."
"What?" Clare asked.
"I was talking to your dad. He wants me to ask you questions about the house. He can just wait and talk to you when I'm done."
Clare giggled. "I know it about killed him that he wasn't here when all the guys were here working on the place but Tony had it covered."
"He knows that and he talked to Tony earlier today again to make sure everything was still okay."
"Tell him everything is working fine. No problems."
Through the kitchen window, Clare caught a glimpse of Matt’s fire department pickup truck weaving up her driveway. The red truck, decaled with bright yellow striping, was easy to see through the hardwoods. Clare sighed, disappointed it wasn't Jack.
"I gotta go, Mom. Matt Ganea is here."
"Mattie?"
"Yeah. He's the fire chief now. And Jack's the police chief."
"Really?"
"Yeah. They've done well for themselves," Clare beamed. Proud of her old acquaintances. "I'll talk to you later."
"Okay. Bye."
Matt parked his truck next to Clare’s car, slid out, and walked toward the house. She stepped out onto the porch and waved to him as he followed the walkway toward her. “Hi, Matt.”
“Hi. Heard you had a big day. Got yourself a job and some clients.”
She smiled and shook her head in complete amazement. “Yes. It was a good day.”
She took a sip of her iced tea. “Would you like a glass?”
“Sure.”
He followed her into the house.
“It’s so gorgeous out tonight, let’s go sit on the front porch,” she said, handing him the tea and motioning for him to follow her.
Clare stared out over the lake for a moment before shifting her gaze toward Matt, his eyes fixed on her. “I love how the sun reflects off the lake.”
Their eyes locked. “It is beautiful out here, especially my view.”
The intense stare made her feel awkward, but she smiled at him, and then tore her gaze from his. She refocused on the calm, glass-top lake.
Like the night before, they ate dinner, and talked about Iron City and Matt's job. He told her about the fire extinguisher training he did at the grocery store earlier in the day, and the medical call they had at the grade school. Two kids had collided on the playground, one had to get stiches.
That's it, that's the big news and the biggest problem in town—two kids ran into each other while playing?
Nice.
Exactly like the night before, as if on cue, Matt grew edgy and fidgety. He checked his watch every few minutes as it grew closer to seven o’clock.
“Big plans tonight?”
He swung his gaze from the lake to her, and then to his feet. “No. I wouldn’t say that, but I do need to shove off.”
He rose from his chair. Clare stood as well. She followed him to the driveway. He halted and spun to face her. She was following him so closely; she couldn’t stop herself from bumping into him.
“Excuse me, Matt. I wasn’t expecting you to stop and turn.”
Realizing their close proximity, Clare moved to take a step back and in that instant, he grabbed her shoulders and pulled her even closer. Her breasts flattened when they pressed tightly against his firm chest. He tilted his head forward and brought his lips to hers in a firm, unnatural manner. With her lips still held against his, she stood there as stiff as a board with her arms placed firmly at her sides. The whole thing felt so uncomfortable. Needing it to end, she pulled back.
“Maybe, I can stop by tomorrow night after work?” he asked.
Clare's mind scrambled. Did she want him to stop back? On one hand he had been fun to be with during her tour of the fire station, and she liked how knowledgeable and passionate he was about his job. Yet, moments ago when they kissed, her inner, protective walls rose up. Had her experience with Sean done this to her? Was she now going to be forever leery of men? Even nice ones?
Clare’s mind scrambled for an excuse, but words escaped her. Matt nodded, taking her silence as a yes then he turned, and headed for his truck. The second he was out of sight, Clare swiped her lips with the back of her hand. Oh, my god. That was the worst kiss ever. She wondered if he had a clue. Recalling his confident womanizing smile and stare. Nope, not a clue.



CHAPTER 7
C lare arrived at work bright and early Thursday morning, eager and ready to hit the ground running. She hoped to catch Jack in the office before his day got too busy to visit with her. She pushed through the front door of City Hall to find Mandi already manning her desk.
“Morning.”
“Good morning. Heard you had a visitor last night,” Mandi replied as she continued to file her fingernails.
Clare shook her head and let out a chuckle. “Yes, I did. He just stopped by unannounced, two nights in a row now.”
Mandi stopped filing her nails and looked up. “Hmm, two nights in a row. Well, isn’t he just a busy, little fella.”
“What do you mean by that?” Something about Mandi’s tone put Clare on edge, making her want to drop the subject, yet curious to know what she meant.
“Oh, nothing.”
“Can I get the probation files? I’d like to review them today and get acquainted with some of my clients before next week.”
“Sure, they’re in Jack’s office. I’ll go grab them.” Mandi rose from her desk and disappeared into Jack’s office. She returned a moment later with a banker’s box and handed it to Clare.
“Thanks. I take it Jack’s not in.”
“No, he’s not. You just missed him. He and Dewey responded to a call right before you got here.”
Clare carried the banker’s box down the narrow corridor to her office; there wasn’t much room on either side of her to spare. She set the box on her desk, unwound the strings at the ends of the box, pulled out the files, and placed them on her desktop. She read each file in its entirety, made some notes, and then filed them in her file cabinet as she went along. The clients consisted of a few petty thefts, a few domestics, and mostly second and third offenses of drunk driving. Nothing too major; in fact, they were a lot less complicated than what she was used to dealing with in Milwaukee.
The ringing of her cell phone startled her from her thoughts. She tapped the screen. “Hello.”
“Hi, it’s Mandi. Prepare yourself. Brenda Maki is headed down the hall, and she looks pissed as hell.”
Before she was even able to disconnect the call, Brenda stormed into her office, tears streaming down her plump cheeks. She perched her hands on her well-rounded hips.
“I think that little prick is cheating on me,” Brenda squeaked out as she caught her breath.
Clare grabbed a notepad and pen from her desk drawer and rose from her chair. She motioned for Brenda to take a seat and sat in the chair across from her.
Clare sat silent and watched her client twirl her wedding ring around her finger several times. Brenda let go of her ring, and then used the back of her hand to wipe the tears from her cheeks, smearing her mascara. She took a deep breath, sniffled, and began to speak. “Every Wednesday night, we…well, we have a standing time that we…you know…make love.”
Brenda paused and stared down at her wedding ring again. “Well, last night he was late and when got there, he…he smelled of women’s perfume and lacked interest. In fact, once he came, he was done. He didn’t even bring me to climax. He always makes sure I’m taken care of. He just got out of bed and that was it, done.”
The last syllable was hardly out of her mouth when she dropped her head into her hands and sobbed hysterically. Brenda lifted her head, reached over to pluck a couple of tissues from the box on the table, and patted her eyes. She sucked in a breath and pressed on, sharing the most intimate details of her life.
After the session, she scheduled a standing appointment for every Thursday morning at nine.
“Take care. I’ll see you next week,” Clare said, escorting Brenda out of her office.
Brenda nodded and disappeared down the corridor.
Clare returned to her office and made some notes regarding Brenda’s session. The first line on the pad of paper read '“husband—asshole cheater.” The notes caused her mind drift to memories of Sean and his affairs with Lana and Tina. Freaking scumbag men.
Clare spent the next couple hours setting up appointments with her probation clients. When she finished and shut down her laptop, her stomach growled. She placed her hand over it as she glanced up at the clock. It’s one o’clock. No wonder, I’m hungry. She slung her laptop bag and purse over her shoulder and left for home.
The first step on Clare's porch was spongy, but it was the second step that nearly did her in when her toe caught on the splintered edge. She yelled as she caught her tumbling body on the railing.
That's it! Today's the day I fix this porch.
She wolfed down a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and headed out in search of a hammer and nails.
First, she pried loose what remained of the rotten boards, stacked them near the wood pile, and returned to the porch to arrange the new stained boards. As she worked, a faint buzzing noise drew her attention, and she glanced around to find the source. Unable to locate its origin, she blew it off with a shrug of her shoulders and drove in the first nail. As she repositioned the second board into place and hammered the next nail, the buzzing noise grew louder.
Glancing around again, she saw nothing, but a sharp pain penetrated through her ankle and up her leg. A piercing sting spiked her right butt cheek. She swung her arm around, trapping an insect between her hand and butt cheek, and sprang to her feet.
Bees swarmed her, inflicting devastating pain throughout her body. With her arms flailing like a mad woman, she ran for the door, quickly slamming it behind her. Even inside, the buzzing around her head continued. She grabbed a newspaper, rolled it up, and swatted at the buzzing insects. She killed six bees before the attack stopped. Finally, silence.
Clare stood in the kitchen while parts of her body swelled. She looked out the kitchen window to see a massive cloud of bees hovering around the porch where she had pulled up the rotten boards. Good grief, how am I going to ever get rid of them?
The continuous pain shooting throughout her body consumed her attention. She went into the bathroom to assess the bee stings and counted six of them. One on her right butt cheek, two on her left ankle, one right below her left eyebrow, and two on her right forearm. Her butt itched so bad she could hardly stand it; her eyelid was already swelled shut. Her swollen forearm resembled Popeye the Sailor Man, and her left ankle looked like it belonged to an elephant.
After downing some allergy medicine, Clare limped into the kitchen and sat on a cold compress, placing another on her ankle, and held one to her eye. She picked up the phone receiver and dialed the police department’s non-emergency phone number.
“Good afternoon, Iron City Police Department. This is Mandi. How may I help you?”
“Hi Mandi. It’s Clare. I have a strange question. Do you know anyone who takes care of bees?”
“What do you mean, takes care of bees?”
“I have a swarm of bees living under my porch. I’ve been stung six times and it hurts like hell. I need someone to come over and either kill or remove them.”
“Holy crap, six times. Do you need medical assistance?”
Did she? She hadn't been stung by a bee since she was a kid and she didn't recall experiencing this kind of pain and swelling. Maybe this was a different type of bee. She decided to give the allergy medicine a chance to kick in.
“No, I should be fine. I just want to get rid of them.”
“I think the fire department might be able to help you out. I’ll give them a call and send them your way. Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”
“Yes. I’ll be fine. Thanks.”
A few minutes later, she heard sirens and looked out her kitchen window to find a rescue vehicle with red flashing lights speeding up the driveway.
In an attempt to stay as far away from the bees as possible, she used the back door and met Matt and Firefighter Smith in the driveway. They climbed out of the fire truck and walked over to where she waited for them.
“Ooh, Clare. That sting on your eye looks nasty. Let me take a look at it,” Matt said as he flashed his confident smile and entered her personal space, holding his face bare inches from hers to get a better look at her eye. Though a bit uncomfortable with his close proximity, she let him inspect the swollen area. That was his job.
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of another emergency vehicle pulling into her driveway. She edged back from Matt and watched a small, older gentleman slide out of the passenger side of the vehicle, grasping the door tightly until his shaky feet planted firmly on the ground. He turned, shut the door, and then stepped toward the back of the vehicle. The decal on the side of the emergency SUV read “Iron City Police Chief.” Through the vehicle windows, she could see someone walking on the opposite side of the vehicle but couldn’t make out who it was.
The older man opened the hatch and retrieved a large plastic, white bin with a lid. As the two men emerged from the rear of the SUV, Clare again saw the most handsome man she ever saw in her life following the older gentleman, carrying the white bin. It was Jack. The sight of him swept her breath away.
Matt continued talking but she didn’t hear a word, focused on the perfect specimen walking toward her. She assessed Jack thoroughly, all six-foot-four inches and two hundred pounds of lean muscle. What he did for a police uniform, she deemed illegal. His dark brown, wavy hair shifted slightly with the movement of the spring air and his soft, chocolate eyes caught hers and held them for a moment—until he saw Matt. In that instant, Jack’s eyes turned hard and cold.
Jack nodded and in a cold voice said, “Matt.”
“Jack,” Matt responded in a tone nearly as cold.
“Elmer will take the bees, but we need to help him get them in the case."
Matt glanced toward the porch, and then back to Jack. “Smith here will help you while I take care of Clare.”
Jack shifted his eyes from Matt to Clare, and back to Matt, then offered a cocky smile. “That’s right, I forgot you’re afraid of bees.”
Matt's face turned red as his truck.
Jack walked toward the porch with Elmer and Smith close behind. The bees, no longer swarming, had settled down.
Matt pulled a stool out of the fire truck and instructed her to take a seat. Then he retrieved his medical bag, slipped on a pair of latex gloves, and treated the bites on her arm, ankle, and eye. She refused to tell him about the bite on her butt in fear he would want to treat that one, too.
He babbled non-stop as he worked, but she didn’t pay any attention to him. Instead, she looked beyond him, watching Jack and Firefighter Smith contain the bees under Elmer’s direction.
They carefully pried up the board where the hive was affixed and eased it over the top of the white plastic bin. They rested the board on the rim of the bin, the hive dangling inside. Elmer, now wearing a bee suit, used some sort of long, flat metal tool to release the hive from the board, dropping it into his covered hand. Then he gently placed the hive on the bottom of the bin and put the lid on the top.
Clare’s attention turned back to Matt, still rambling, and nodded. Jack, Smith, and Elmer returned just in time to hear Matt say, “So, I’ll pick you up at six tomorrow night.”
Hearing those words come out of his mouth snapped her back into reality. “What?” she asked as she allowed her gaze to drift back to Jack.
“I’ll pick you up at six to go to dinner,” Matt repeated.
“Oh, okay,” she replied, though still staring at Jack.
Clare noticed a total look of disappointment engulf Jack’s eyes. She lifted herself from the stool and took a step toward him. Before she could say a word, his two-way radio went off and the 911 operator dispatched him to a call. Without a word, he quickly grabbed the bin of bees, spun on his heel, and headed toward his emergency vehicle. Within seconds, he was red lights and sirens, and drove out of sight. Matt and Smith followed in the fire truck.
Clare stood in her driveway staring after their vehicles. She wondered what had come between Jack and Matt. As kids they were inseparable, and now they looked as though they couldn’t stand to be near one another. What happened?



CHAPTER 8
A t five o’clock, Clare jumped into the shower, lathered up her body, shampooed her hair, and gave her legs a once over with the razor. Hating being late, she hustled to get ready for her dinner date with Matt. Time got away from her earlier in the day, as she worked to replace the rotten boards on her porch.
She pondered why she'd agreed to go to dinner with Matt, the entire time she blew her hair dry. She really wasn’t sure she even liked him in a romantic way. But if he was a nice guy, shouldn't she give him a chance? Should she really let Sean ruin it for her with all men just because he was a royal jerk? She shook her head at her indecisive reflection.
For crying out loud, it's just dinner not a lifetime commitment.
Clare leaned toward the mirror and reminded herself to tread carefully. She pointed at her reflection. Don't be picking the wrong guy just for companionship like with some of the others.
First, there was Doug— the boyfriend who thought he should spend every waking moment on the weekends with his buddies rather than her. Then came Jeff, who only showed up on the weekends and expected her to be at his beck and call. And then there was Sean, the abuser. She eyed herself in the mirror. Already failing at one of your goals in your new “do-over” life: learn how to be alone.
Good Lord, how can I counsel others when I can’t even get my own shit together?
At precisely six, Matt pulled into her driveway in his work truck. She watched through her kitchen window as he slid out of the truck and strutted in the direction of her house. He walked with such self-assurance. She wished for only a fraction of his confidence. He reached down, plucked a daisy from the bed of wild flowers, and held it between his forefinger and thumb in his left hand as he rapped on the door with his right hand.
She opened the door. He greeted her with a cheesy smile while he tucked the daisy behind her right ear, letting his fingers linger along her cheek a bit too long.
He eyed her long and slow from top to bottom. His gaze hung at her breasts. His stare left her wishing she chose something else to wear.
“You look beautiful,” he said in a practiced voice, which made her immediately think of a middle-aged, used car salesman she knew back in Milwaukee.
“Are you ready?” he asked, returning his eyes to her partially exposed breasts beneath her fitted, floral scoop neck dress.
“I’ll be ready in a second. I just need to grab a sweater. I didn’t realize how cool it was until I opened the door for you.”
She spun on her heel and headed up the stairs to her bedroom, where she retrieved a little pink sweater that matched the color of the flowers on her dress. She flung the sweater over her shoulders and buttoned it high enough to fully cover her breasts. Before heading back down, she gave herself a mental head slap for agreeing to go on this date.
Clare caught the flash of disappointment in Matt’s eyes as she descended the stairs with her breasts now hidden from his sight and nearly laughed. What is he, sixteen? She followed him to his truck. Like a gentleman, he opened the passenger side door for her. She climbed in and fastened her seatbelt as he loaded himself into the driver’s seat.
He drove down the long, winding back roads to the Forester Inn Lodge and Restaurant, making small talk along the way.
“This place looks nice,” Clare said before she opened the door and slid out of the truck.
“Yeah, they’re known for their steaks.” He led her through the parking lot and into the rustic-looking lodge.
They stepped into the entryway, and she was taken aback by the exquisite animal and fish mounts that lined the restaurant walls. She studied the glassy eyes of a whitetail deer, black bear, lynx, badger, moose, pheasants, trout, salmon, and many others.
The hostess seated them in the dark, lantern-lit dining room. Matt ordered a glass of merlot and Clare ordered the same. The waitress placed the large, lighted menus in front of them and informed them of the evening specials. Moments later, she returned with the wine and took their order. Clare ordered her favorite, the rib eye steak well done with a twice-baked potato and salad with hot bacon dressing. Matt opted for the Friday night special “Fisherman’s Catch” with fries and a salad with French dressing.
He reached over and took her hand in his. Her first instinct was to pull her hand back, but she didn’t want to appear rude, so she left it resting in his. She studied his hand and couldn’t help but notice its incredibly small size, especially for a man. But then he wasn’t a large man. In fact, he wasn't any taller than she was, which would make him about five foot seven or so.
As he held her hand, he continuously circled her palm with his thumb. The whole maneuver really wigged her out. She slid her hand away and leaned back in her chair.
Finally, the salads arrived providing a good distraction. The main course followed shortly thereafter. The steak was heavenly, practically melting in her mouth. “You were right, their steaks are excellent.”
The waitress came back with the dessert tray. Clare thought about having a piece of cheesecake—it looked so inviting—but she passed, preferring to get the date over with quickly. She had grown tired of the dinner conversation revolving around Matt’s wonderful and glorious life. She couldn’t help but roll her eyes and within less than two seconds she would have sworn she actually heard her mother’s voice. “Now, Clare, if you keep rolling your eyes like that they’re going to get stuck!"
The waitress brought the check and placed it in front of Matt. He picked it up and rose from his chair. “We have to pay at the bar."
She followed him to the bar, where he ordered them each a beer as he paid the bill.
Ugh!
They took a seat under a mount of a rainbow trout. Clare focused her attention on the stuffed animals in an effort to talk about anything other than him. She pointed at different species and asked questions about their habitats. Of course, he acted like a wildlife specialist, happy to answer her questions.
The bar, similar to the dining room, was dim. Numerous people circulated about, many playing the gambling machines, pool, or darts. As she glanced about the room, her gaze focused on a couple of men playing pool. She caught herself staring at the man stretched over the pool table, lining up his next shot. His jeans wrapped snugly around his firm butt and muscular thighs. Nice!
After taking his shot, the man straightened, his backside still in her line of sight. In the standing position, it was easy for her to take notice of his thick, muscular shoulders and arms. Raising her eyes upward, she noticed how the ends of his wavy brown hair curled up slightly around his baseball cap. She imagined lifting the cap off his head and running her fingers through his thick, wavy hair.
Really, what in the heck is wrong with me? On a date with one man and scoping out another. I guess that should tell me something about Matt and me.
She longed for the man to turn around, so she could see if the front of him was as appealing as the back. The man took a couple of steps in the opposite direction of her, toward a bar table. He picked up a beer bottle and then turned in her direction as he raised the bottle to his lips. In that instant, her eyes caught hold of his and held them for a moment. Her heart skipped a beat when she realized it was Jack.
She watched him as he tore his eyes from hers and looked at Matt who sat next to her at the bar. He quickly shifted his gaze back to hers, and she offered a smile. He forced a slight nod in her direction and turned his attention back to the pool table.
Matt motioned for the bartender to bring another beer. Clare nodded, accepting another as well. Suddenly, she wasn’t too interested in ending her date but not because she wanted to be there with Matt. As long as they were at the bar and Jack was playing pool, she could steal glances of him. On more than one occasion, she caught him watching her out of the corner of his eye. She wondered when the gangly teenager she remembered from years ago grew into the handsome man she couldn’t take her eyes off of now. And again, she wondered what came between Jack and Matt, causing them to dislike each other so much.
She continued to watch him while he finished his game of pool. He hung his pool stick on the holder fastened to the wall and looked over her shoulder at her before he and his friends headed out the door. His lips curved into a slight smile during his last stolen glance of her. Adrenaline shot through her veins. She finished her beer and looked at Matt when she set the empty bottle on the bar.
“Would you like another?” he asked.
“No thanks.”
Matt drained his bottle of beer, placed the empty on the bar, and lifted himself off of his barstool. He offered a hand to help Clare off her stool. On the drive back to her house, she grew increasingly annoyed as he continued to offer slick, hollow compliments. It looked as if he knew all the right things to say to a woman to make her feel good but she saw through them now. He really thought he was something with the ladies. She felt like he showered her with one compliment after the other with the goal of simply getting her in the sack for a meaningless night of sex. Her thoughts turned to Sean, and she recalled how empty her relationship with him turned out to be.
Freaking men, all they want is sex. In Sean's case, he'd wanted his cake and more pieces on the side.
Matt cut the engine, jumped out, and opened the door for her. As she slid out of the truck and shut the door, he took a step toward her, crowding her against the cool metal. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. His lips felt stiff and dry. The kiss did absolutely nothing for her. In fact, she wanted nothing more than to slip away from him and end the evening. Then his slobbery tongue passed through her lips, and she fought the gagging sensation working its way up her throat.
This is ridiculous. Why am I letting him kiss me when I feel nothing for him romantically?
She turned her head to the side ending the kiss.
“What’s wrong, baby?” he asked, unable to hide the surprise in his voice.
She looked to the stars and then brought her eyes back down and aligned them with his. “I’m sorry. I just got out of a relationship and I’m not sure I’m ready for this. I think we should be friends for now.”
He stared at her for a moment, evidently processing the rejection.
“Okay. I understand. I’ve been there myself, but you have to admit there’s a little chemistry between us. So, when you change your mind and are ready for more, just give me a call, baby.”
Silently, she disagreed with his assessment about the chemistry between them, rather put-off with the arrogance oozing from his words. She'd had enough of egotistical men.
Clare stepped into the house and leaned back against the door. Proud, she had held her ground at staying true to herself by sticking to her guns and not settling for Matt. Sure, some would think this was a tiny step toward independence, but for her this was a leap toward meeting her “do-over” goal. A wide smile stretched her lips as pride swept through her. I got this!



CHAPTER 9
C lare woke the next morning to the sound of robins screeching loudly outside her bedroom window. She rolled over and glanced out the window. The morning sun reflected brightly off the mirror of Bear Lake. She fluffed her pillow and rested her head on it to get a better view.
In the middle of the lake floated a small aluminum fishing boat. It looked as though the boat contained two adults and two small children. She watched them as they baited their hooks and cast their lines. All at once, the fishing rod one of the small children held started arching. The child reeled in the fishing line, and a fish appeared dangling above the water and flailing around at the end of the line. One of the adults netted the fish, unhooked it, and flipped it into a live fish basket, which hung over the side of the boat.
She watched them catch several more fish before she rolled out of bed and got ready for the day. She planned to spend the weekend cleaning out the garage. The two-stall garage, with a workshop, was packed so full of stuff, she couldn’t even pull her car into it. She chuckled while she thought about her grandfather and how he saved absolutely everything. He always found room in the garage for more stuff, and he always knew where to find what he was looking for when he needed it. She recalled how her grandmother often excused his packrat behavior. “He’s half Finlander, you know. They save everything,” she would say.
Clare was about to embark on her cleaning escapade when she heard a knock. She opened the door to find her old friend Chrissie Ricco-Heikela standing there.
“Oh, my god, Chrissie, how wonderful to see you. Your mom said you were coming for a visit this weekend. Please come in,” she said as she opened the screen door to let her friend pass through.
They greeted one another with a hug.
“Wow, it’s been way too long since we’ve seen each other,” Clare said to the striking, olive-skinned, dark-haired woman standing before her, “you look great.”
Chrissie smiled and thanked her for the compliment.
“You look great yourself. I couldn’t believe it when my mom called and said you were moving into your grandparent’s house. What the heck provoked that?”
Clare sucked in a breath and paused for only a brief moment before telling the whole ugly story about her cheating boyfriend, and how she needed to get away from the life she knew. She found it easy to talk with Chrissie, and felt as if they hadn’t missed a beat even though nearly eight years passed since they last saw each other. “God, it feels so good to talk with you.”
“It feels almost as though it were just yesterday that we were terrorizing the town together,” Chrissie replied with a giggle.
Chrissie got Clare up to speed on her life. She talked about her husband David, who worked as a civil engineer and their son, Aiden, and daughter, Emma. Clare listened to every word, not wanting to miss even one detail of her friend's idealistic life.
The women were interrupted by a light knock on the door. Chrissie turned her head to find Aiden standing there with his Spiderman life vest on. “Mom, come see the fish we caught. Uncle Jack says we have enough for supper, and he’s going to teach me how to clean them now, but I want you to see them before we cut their heads off.”
“Okay, Aiden, but come in here first and meet my friend Clare.”
Aiden pushed his way through the door and stood next to his mom as he inquisitively eyed Clare.
“Hello, Aiden. It’s nice to meet you.”
Aiden looked at his mom, and then back to Clare. “Hello. Do you want to see my fish?” he asked.
“Absolutely.”
The women followed Aiden to the Ricco’s dock where David, Emma, Maria, Tony, and Jack were admiring the morning’s catch lying on the fish-cleaning table.
David, Tony, and Maria welcomed Clare with warm hellos. Jack gave a slight nod in her direction and turned his attention back to Aiden and the fish. The entire time she stared at the fish, she wondered what she had done to upset Jack. It had to be something with Matt. When he'd seen her with Matt, things changed. Only a few days ago, Jack wanted to have lunch and catch up with her, and now he could hardly acknowledge her.
“Well, Aiden, that’s a nice looking display of fish. Did you catch all of them yourself?” Clare asked.
Aiden looked up at her with his big, dark brown eyes. A wide smile drew across his olive-colored face. “No, I didn’t catch all of them. My dad and Uncle Jack caught some. Even Emma caught one.”
Clare looked over at the dark-haired, dark-eyed little girl who rested comfortably in Chrissie’s arms, looking like she might fall asleep at any moment. “Good job, Emma.”
Emma smiled and then tugged at her Disney Princess life vest, wanting it off.
“Well, I guess I better get cracking. I plan on sorting out the garage today. Enjoy your day,” Clare said, glancing at everyone on the dock.
Tony chuckled. “Good luck with that, Clare. Your Finlander grandpa saved everything.”
She couldn’t help but laugh. “I know, but you never know when you’re going to need something.”
She spun on her heel and headed in the direction of her house. As she walked the short distance, she periodically glanced over her shoulder to sneak a peek at the Ricco family. Envious thoughts of Chrissie ran through her mind. She seemed to have it all, with a nice husband who appeared to adore her, and two wonderful cute little kids; here she stood, knocking on the door of thirty with no hope in sight of marriage or family.
Her thoughts shifted to Jack, again contemplating reasons as to why he was so cold to her. Perhaps she'd reach out to him again; invite him over to catch up, see what happens–how he reacts.
She glanced over her shoulder again to steal another look at him. He had his back to her, and he leaned over the fish-cleaning table at the end of the dock, helping Aiden clean the fish. She could hear Aiden talking about one hundred miles per hour. He was so excited about his catch, and she heard Jack’s masculine voice playfully teasing Aiden about how he caught more fish.
Clare opened the large, two stall garage door and assessed the situation, realizing it would likely take days to sort through all the stuff. She meandered about the garage a bit, looking around. In the center of the garage sat a heap about three feet high or so, covered with a large sheet. Curiosity got the best of her, so she tugged off the sheet to see what lay beneath. She found a bunch of dusty, old wooden crates. She opened the lid to find one empty but outfitted with slots, as if it were made to hold large jugs. A smile grew across her face as she realized these were her grandfather’s moonshine crates. She wondered if the still was in the garage or shed.
A nearby rustling noise drew her attention. She leaned over and looked down the center of the heap of crates toward the floor. Her eyes widened at the sight of a mound of pine snakes slowly slithering and weaving amongst one another. She gasped loudly as she jumped back and threw her hand over her racing heart. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she looked down toward her feet to make sure there were none slithering too close to her.
It took a minute to calm herself, and then she stepped toward the heap of crates and leaned over them again to take another look. The snakes looked kind of lethargic and oblivious to her presence.
Clare edged away from the crates, but continued to stare at them as she wondered how she was going to get the snakes out of her garage. She crossed her arms over her chest and glanced about. Why me?
Oh, for crying out loud, they’re just snakes.
She walked toward the rear of the garage and grabbed a hoe, returned to the heap of snakes, and carefully hooked two snakes onto it. Holding the hoe at her full arm’s length, she exited the garage and walked to the edge of her lawn, where she flung the snakes into the woods. She went back into the garage and hooked two more snakes, released them into the woods, and then repeated the process four more times before the snakes disappeared.
A shiver shot up her spine at the thought of the other potential critters she might find in the cluttered garage, but she pressed on with her cleaning project anyway.
The lighting was sparse, so she decided to open the dusty curtains, which covered the two small windows at the rear of the garage. She wove her way through the clutter toward the first window and slid the curtain back on the rod. The sunlight passing through lit the garage up a bit, but not enough. She stepped over a pile of hubcaps and reached up with her right hand to open the other curtain.
As she flung it back, the largest, blackest, hairiest spider she ever saw in the wild fell from the curtain rod and landed on her wrist. The instant the spider hit her, she let out a blood-curdling scream.
She quickly swung her left hand across her body to brush the dazed spider off of her right wrist. The spider landed on the floor and curled into a ball. She turned and ran away from the spider that was larger than a quarter in size. In her quandary, she forgot about the stack of hubcaps and tripped over them, falling into the pile of wooden crates as the hubcaps crashed loudly onto the cement floor.
She sprang up and out of the crate pile and ran toward the open garage door while looking back, checking to see if the spider was on her heels. As she rounded the door to the outside, she ran into something firm, knocking the wind out of her. She gasped and began to fall backwards. Her hands flailed, and she wobbled for a second, until two large, strong hands grasped her forearms and held her in place. She felt as dazed and confused as the spider looked when it landed on her wrist.
“Are you okay?”
She blinked her eyes a few times trying to clear her vision.
“Are you okay?” the voice repeated.
She shook her head and looked up to see who was holding her. “Jack?”
“Yes. Are you okay? What happened? I heard you scream, and then I heard a loud crashing noise.”
“Spider…big spider,” she whispered.
As soon as the words came out of her mouth, she realized exactly how foolish she must look and sound, causing all this commotion over a spider. She glanced up at Jack to find the corners of his mouth curling upward. Her cheeks heated, but they weren’t nearly as warm as her forearms where he held her with his large, strong hands.
“Let me get this right. Did I not just see you carry at least a dozen pine snakes out of your garage and release them into the woods?” he asked.
Clare nodded. Hmm, he was watching me.
“Okay, so you handled a bunch pine snakes but now you’re running from a spider,” he stated as if he were going to file some sort of police report on the incident.
She nodded again. “Well, it’s the biggest spider I’ve ever seen, and it fell onto my wrist.”
Her cheeks grew even warmer, while the smile drawing across his face couldn’t possibly get any larger.
He released his grip on her arms. “Would you like me to take care of this killer spider for you?”
“Yes.” No sense in refusing his offer.
She led him through the maze of clutter in the garage to where she last saw the spider, hoping it would still be there. She breathed a sigh of relief when she found it still lying there curled up in a ball. Keeping a fair distance from it, she watched as it released its legs from the curled-up position, as if stretching them out to make a run for it.
Jack looked down at the spider, and then back at Clare’s frantic eyes. “It’s one of those wolf spiders.”
A loud popping noise echoed through the garage when Jack crushed the spider, causing Clare to grimace and squeeze her eyes shut. “I hate freaking spiders.”
Jack let out a little chuckle at her comment. “Do you think you’ll be okay now?” he asked as he winked at her and flashed his killer smile.
She felt like a complete moron, but there was nothing she could do to change how it all went down. “I’ll be fine. Thanks for your help.”
He turned and headed for the open garage door. She followed, watching his backside as he walked. She couldn’t help but notice how nicely his jeans suited him. It was as if they were tailor-made specifically for him—Ricco jeans.
As soon as he stepped outside, he stopped and turned to face her, looking down at her with his dark chocolate, mesmerizing eyes. “It’s nice to see you again. You know where to find me if you need anything.”
“Thanks, Jack. I appreciate all you and your family have done for me already since I’ve been back.”
“Well, I gotta go and help Aiden with the fish. See ya later.”
She watched him walk away from her, through her yard, and back to his parent’s property where Aiden and Emma played with the Ricco’s dog. She pondered his words, see ya later. Oh, she would all right. Even if it meant embarrassing herself by screaming bloody murder over more spiders to make him come running to save her.



CHAPTER 10
A t precisely nine o’clock Tuesday morning, Clare pushed her way through the front door of City Hall, drawing Mandi’s attention.
“Good morning, Mandi.”
“Morning, Clare, how was your night?”
Clare rolled her eyes in response.
“That good, huh?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Matt stopped by again for a little while last night. We chatted a bit then he left, but sometimes he acts kind of weird.”
“What do you mean, by weird?”
“Well, when he first arrives he looks relaxed. As time passes, he grows anxious and fidgety, and then all of a sudden, he leaves even if we’re in the middle of a discussion.”
Mandi shrugged. “Hmm.”
“And what really drives me crazy is his frequent compliments. I get the impression he’s not sincere, and he’s only doing it to get me in bed,” Clare said as she shook her head.
“That’s Matt. He’s good at schmoozing the ladies and making them feel special, but the problem is he does it to everyone. No one is ever sure if he really likes them or not, or if he’s only blowing smoke up their ass.”
Mandi rose from her chair, leaned over her desk, and pointed toward the corner of the reception area. “By the way, that box there is for you. I think it’s the chair you ordered from Office Supply yesterday.”
“Great, thanks.”
“Also, Kaye Hiltonen is waiting for you down the hall, and just so you know, she looks pissed as hell.”
“Okay.”
“You know, I have a key. If you want, I can unlock your reception office when I get here in the morning. That way your clients can wait in there for you rather than in the hall. The ‘Freaky Foursome’ tend to make people nervous, so it might be best to tuck them away from the public,” Mandi said with a chuckle.
“Probably not a bad idea. Thank you.”
Clare fumbled with the large box, trying to pick it up while managing her laptop bag and purse at the same time. She succeeded in getting the heavy package lifted from the floor, but it blocked her vision.
“Let me help you with that,” Jack said, lifting the box from her hands.
Clare smiled and welcomed the help. “Thanks.”
She followed him down the long, narrow hallway, enjoying the view every step of the way. His large, strong arms handled the box effortlessly.
Kaye stood at the end of the hallway leaning against the wall opposite Clare’s office door.
“Good morning, Kaye.”
Kaye flashed anger-filled eyes in Clare and Jack’s direction. “Good morning, Clare. Morning Jack.”
Clare unlocked the door to her rented space and Jack passed through. He glanced over his shoulder. “Do you want it in here, or in your office?”
Taking note of Kaye’s urgency, Clare quickly pointed to a vacant spot on the floor in the reception area. “You can set it right there for now, and I’ll assemble it later. Thanks for your help.”
Clare sorted through her key ring and found the key to her office. She motioned for Kaye to follow her and she closed the door behind them.
Kaye flipped her long blonde hair behind her shoulder before taking seat on the same chair she used during her first session.
Clare slid her laptop bag off her shoulder and set it on her vintage, green desk. After tucking her purse into a desk drawer, she grabbed a notepad and pen and took a seat in a chair directly across from Kaye.
She watched Kaye for a moment. The woman appeared nervous and fidgety, so unlike the first time she met with her. During their first visit, she radiated strength and self-confidence—not so much today.
Kaye used her long, thick fingers on her right hand to twirl her wedding band around on her ring finger. The ring didn’t spin easily.
“Would you like to tell me what’s on your mind?” Clare asked.
Kaye stopped twirling her ring and stared down at it for a moment. Her eyes filled with tears. She pulled a Kleenex from her purse, dabbed her eyes, and wiped her nose before she lifted her gaze to meet Clare’s. “I think the little prick is cheating on me,” she blurted in an uneven voice. She sniffled. “Every Monday night, we…well we have a standing time that we…you know…make love.”
Kaye paused for a brief moment, sniffled again, and continued on with her story. “Well, last night he strolled in late and seemed to lack interest. He knows I only have so much time. He dragged his feet and acted as if he didn’t even want to be with me. When we finally got it going on, there was no foreplay, and it lasted all of thirty seconds. He came, and ‘boom,’ he was done. He didn’t even bring me to climax. He always makes sure I’m taken care of, but not last night. When he finished, he got out of bed and that was it…done. What the hell?”
Hmm, he strolled in late and then got out of bed when he was done. Wouldn't he stay in there? Fall asleep?
“Did you ask him what was bothering him?”
“Yeah, but he just blew me off. Said he was tired, but I know better. He was lying. These Monday nights are special. They’ve been going on for years, and it has never been a problem until now.”
"You said he came in late and then got out of bed when you were done? He didn't stay with you?"
The strange look on Kaye's face let Clare know the woman was debating how to answer the question. Why?
"He snores. Really bad."
"So you don't sleep together?"
"No."
Clare nodded. Understandable.
Once Kaye declared the session over, she made a standing appointment to meet with Clare every Tuesday morning at nine o’clock.
Clare escorted the woman out of her office and through the waiting area to the hall. “Take care, Kaye. I’ll see you next week.”
Kaye nodded and headed down the long corridor.
Clare spun around to go back to her office. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of her new office chair, out of the box and assembled. She smiled. “Jack,” she whispered.
Wheeling the chair into her office, she pushed it behind her desk and took a seat. Nice.
She made some notes about what Kaye said during her session. The first line on the computer screen read exactly the same as the first line of notes she scribbled after her session with Brenda, “Husband—scumbag cheater.” The nature of the notes drove Clare’s mind once again to thoughts of Sean and his cheating ways. Freaking asshole men.



CHAPTER 11
C lare pulled the probation file labeled “Broznowski, Jimmy” and decided to do a check on him. According to Jimmy’s file, he was an eighteen-year-old senior in high school, and he was arrested for stealing cigarettes and beer from his employer. As part of his probation terms, he must attend school, pass his classes, and complete eighty hours of community service. The judge ordered his community service hours be spent washing squad cars and sweeping and mopping the jail cells.
Clare stuffed Jimmy’s file into her over-large purse, rose from her comfortable, new office chair, and headed for her car.
She parked in the school’s visitor lot, the home of the Iron City Miners. She entered the school and followed the signage to the main office where she found an older woman with painted on eyebrows seated behind a brown, metal desk. Clare informed the woman she had an appointment with the guidance counselor. The lady nodded, picked up her telephone receiver, and announced Clare’s presence to the person on the other end of the line. She looked back up at Clare. “Mr. Drewick will be right with you.”
Within seconds, an older, short gentleman walked up the hallway toward her. He was as round as he was tall, and his face displayed a warm, welcoming smile. He offered his hand to her as he approached. “Ms. Ulster.”
“Mr. Drewick,” Clare said as she shook hands with him.
“My office is right this way,” Drewick said, motioning for her to follow him.
Clare trailed him as he waddled down the hallway, laboring for breath along the way. He plunked himself in the chair behind his desk, and she took a seat in a chair opposite him.
“What can I do for you?”
“Well, as you know from our telephone conversation last week, part of Jimmy Broznowski’s probation terms require that he not only attend school, but he needs to maintain passing grades as well. That said, I’m here to check on his status.”
Clare watched as Mr. Drewick’s pudgy fingers thumbed through a rather thick, manila file. “Hmm, it looks as though he has been attending class and is actually doing pretty good, but he wasn’t here yesterday, and he’s not here today. Nobody called in for him.”
“Can you tell me his situation, so I can better understand what I’m dealing with here?” Clare asked.
Mr. Drewick leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk. His compassionate, brown eyes fixed on her. “Overall, I think there’s hope for the kid. His mom is real nice, a local girl, but I think the problem lies with his father, who came from down south somewhere. His dad’s a heavy drinker and gets a little rough with the wife and kids. Jimmy’s the oldest of five. They don’t have any money because his dad can’t seem to hold a job. The older kids have been forced to work as soon as they could, and they’ve been required to hand their paychecks over to their dad. Jimmy’s mom works part-time at the hospital cafeteria. As you know, Jimmy got busted for stealing beer and cigarettes from his employer. I’m pretty sure the goods were for his dad and not himself. I really think he’s a good kid and with some guidance, he could amount to something. When he puts his mind to it, he does well in his classes, but he’s missed a lot of school through the years.”
Clare thanked Mr. Drewick for his time, rose from her chair, and exited his office. When she got to her car, she thumbed through Jimmy’s file, scanning through it again.
She decided to drive over to the Broznowski house, which was only a few miles from the school. Once in their driveway, she observed the surroundings for a moment. The house looked way too small for a family of seven and was in desperate need of a paint job, new roof, and windows. The frayed, green tarp stretched out over the top of the roof needed to be a few feet longer as it didn’t quite cover the entire surface. The front porch looked as though it leaned into the house for support, and she wondered if it would be strong enough to hold her weight. Though the house numbers were faded and hard to read, she knew she was in the right place.
Clare expelled a breath, exited her vehicle, and walked up the cracked and uneven cement walkway. Gingerly, she placed her foot on the first step of the porch and tested its strength. She tested the next step and the next, and then rapped on the front door and waited for a response. A small-framed, weathered-looking woman answered the door. “Can I help you?”
“Are you Mrs. Broznowski?”
“Yes.”
“I’m Clare Ulster. I work for Probation. Is Jimmy home?”
Mrs. Broznowski glanced down at her watch, and then back at Clare as she pushed the squeaky, screen door open.
“Jimmy, there’s someone here to see you,” Mrs. Broznowski yelled over her shoulder.
The woman motioned to a worn, yellow chair in the living room. “Please have a seat, Ms. Ulster.”
“Thank you.”
The living room smelled of cigarettes. Clare assumed the smoke-yellowed walls were once white. Though the furnishings looked well used, the house was tidy and in order.
A pang shot through Clare's heart as a thin, young man, with black and blue eyes, surfaced from down the hallway. He caught her gaze before he looked at his mother.
“Jimmy, this is Ms. Ulster from Probation.”
“Ma’am,” he said as he nodded at Clare and took a seat next to his mother on the couch.
Clare considered reaching out to hug the young man rather than questioning him and reminding him of his probation obligations. Job priority took hold.
“Jimmy, do you know why I’m here?”
Jimmy shifted his bruised eyes to the floor and sucked in his lips. “I’m guessing because I'm not at school today like I'm supposed to be.”
“That’s right. According to your probation terms, you are to attend school and maintain good grades. Now, the school counselor told me you have been attending class regularly and doing well until yesterday. What happened??”
She eyed both Jimmy and his mom, waiting for a response.
“Jimmy, if you don’t hold up your end of the bargain, you could go to jail,” Clare said, as she looked him straight in the eyes. She needed him to understand the importance of his attendance and performance at school.
Jimmy pulled his gaze from Clare’s and turned his head in the direction of his mother, who now had tears running down her thin, weathered cheeks. “Please don’t send him to jail. It’s not his fault. Sometimes my husband doesn’t let him go to school.”
“I don’t understand. Why can’t he go to school?” Clare asked, already knowing the answer to her question.
A car door slammed. A blanket of panic fell across both Jimmy and his mother’s faces.
“My husband is home. You need to go.” Mrs. Broznowski sprang to her feet and motioned to Clare to do the same.
Rising to her feet, Clare quickly followed Jimmy's mom to the front door. Both women passed through the door as Mr. Broznowski climbed up the steps of the porch. Clare watched as the scraggly, tattooed man passed by her, emitting an alcohol aroma into the air nearly strong enough to intoxicate everyone in a ten-foot radius. She felt his shit-brown eyes questioning her as he walked past her.
Clare had a feeling if Mr. Broznowski knew who she was and what she was doing here, Jimmy and his mother would pay dearly.
She stepped onto the cement walkway and looked back over her shoulder at Mrs. Broznowski. “Thanks for the directions.”
Clare got into her car and headed back toward City Hall. Her stomach knotted and her eyes swelled with tears while she thought about the situation Mrs. Broznowski and her children were in. The turmoil spooling in her gut confirmed her suspicion that Jimmy’s bruised eyes came from his dad, and she could only assumed the rest of the family suffered the same from him. She wondered why Mr. Broznowski wasn’t in jail, and why Social Services hadn't been more involved in their lives.
She parked in the city hall parking lot and slid out to the deafening sound of the fire truck siren. She looked in the direction of the noise to find Matt in the passenger seat of the tanker truck, waving at her. He gave another blast of the horn. What is he, twelve?
She shook her head, waved back, and continued across the street to City Hall. Clare pushed her way through the front door. “Hi Mandi. Is Jack in?”
“Hi. No, he’s not. He just stepped out. When he gets back, I’ll let him know you want to see him.”
“Thanks, I’ll be in my office.”
Clare sat at her desk typing notes into her laptop about Jimmy Broznowski, interrupted by a knock on her door. She looked up to find Jack’s mesmerizing eyes looking down at her. She would welcome an interruption from him anytime.
“Mandi said you wanted to see me.”
“Yeah, I was hoping you could help me understand the situation with Jimmy Broznowski. I went to check on him today at school, and he wasn’t there. I drove to his house and found him home with his mother.”
“You went to the Broznowski house alone? Please tell me Jimmy’s dad wasn’t there,” Jack interrupted.
“Well, I needed to check on him, and his dad showed up as I was leaving. I tried to make it look like I stopped there for directions.”
Jack's spine stiffened. “Was he leery at all, or did he buy that story?”
“I think he bought it. Jimmy’s got two black eyes, and I’m guessing he got them from his dad. And Mrs. Broznowski told me that sometimes her husband doesn’t let Jimmy go to school. Part of his probation terms state that he must attend school.”
Jack took a seat in the chair across from her desk. “First off, you can’t ever go to that house alone. Broznowksi is a dangerous man. He’s been in and out of jail on domestics and he’s usually drunk and disorderly. If he is suspicious at all about you, he’ll beat the story out of Jimmy and his mother.”
She felt her temper rising as Jack spoke to her. “If we know he beats them, why isn’t anything done about it? Why is he not in jail?”
“Whoa, calm down. It’s not as easy as it sounds. The system isn’t perfect. Every time we pick him up, his uncle, who’s a high-powered attorney, shows up from Atlanta and finds a way to get him released. I know it’s frustrating, but we can only do so much,” Jack said. His gaze dropped to the floor as if he were ashamed as to how things had turned out on his watch.
He looked back up at her. “Why don’t you check and see if Jimmy shows up to school tomorrow. If he doesn’t, let me know and I’ll pay him a little visit at home. Maybe have a little chat with his dad while I’m there.”
Clare sat silent for a brief moment, deep in thought about Jimmy and the rest of the family, trying to figure out a way to help them.
Jack reached over and touched her hand, which lay on her desk gripping a pen. The touch of his warm skin sent her stomach into flip-flop mode.
“Promise me you won’t go back to that house alone. If you need to go back, let me know and I’ll go with you,” Jack said with a soft but urging tone of voice.
She saw the concern in his handsome, brown eyes. “I won’t go back there alone, and thank you.”
Clare shifted her eyes to Jack’s hand, which still rested on hers. His hand was hot, and the heat spread through her like wildfire.
He pulled his hand from hers, and rose from his chair. “Well, I gotta go. See ya later.” He turned and headed for the door.
“Jack,” Clare called after him, desperation oozing in her tone. Her cheeks flamed.
“Yes?” he asked as he turned back toward her, twisting at his trunk, pleasingly displaying his thick chest and shoulders.
Good Lord, he fills out that uniform nicely.
“I know you stop by your parents’ house every day after work, so I thought maybe… Since you’re in the neighborhood, you could stop by sometime, so we can catch up?”
He smiled warmly. “I’d like that.”
Clare’s heart beat so fast, she could hardly concentrate enough to finish her notes on Jimmy.
Oh, for crissake, pull yourself together. It’s just Jack… Holy crap! When the heck did he grow up and become so freaking hot!
Clare’s stomach growled. She decided to pack up for the day and go over to the Family Diner. The second she stepped into the alley behind City Hall, the home cooked aroma teased her nostrils. The wonderful smell hit her even harder when she opened the door to the diner. She stepped through the doorway and glanced around for a place to sit. The diner was packed; all of the tables were taken, and there wasn’t an available spot at the counter.
A flash of disappointment passed through her as hunger pains rippled through her stomach. She turned around to leave, thinking she would come back in a half hour or so, when she heard a familiar voice call out her name. She glanced in the direction of the voice to find Matt and Smith sitting at a table suited for four.
“Join us?” Matt said, as he waved her over.
Too hungry to refuse the offer, she slung her purse over the back of a chair and took a seat.
“We just ordered the special, which is an open-faced, roast beef sandwich served over bread with potatoes and gravy and corn. It’s usually excellent,” Smith informed her.
Matt motioned for the waitress, and she immediately approached the table, hardly able to tear her eyes from Matt long enough to hand Clare a menu. Clare watched and listened as Matt schmoozed the cute, young waitress, drawing her full attention. His eyes spilled with seduction, his voice controlled and smooth. She fought the eye roll about to surface. God, he thinks he’s something.
Clare cleared her throat to get the attention of the waitress. “I’ll have the special and a Pepsi, please.”
The entire time Clare ate her lunch, she sat quietly listening to Matt and Smith talk about firefighting. When she finished her lunch, she bid farewell to them and headed over to the hardware store to purchase a shelving unit for her garage. She eyed her Trail Blazer and measured the box—not going to work. She arranged for the hardware store to deliver it to her house the next day.
After finishing at the hardware store, she walked across the street to the local newspaper, The Miner, and placed an ad in the paper, hoping to bring more awareness to her counseling business.
Once she finished at the Miner, she headed for home, where she planned on spending the remainder of the afternoon organizing her garage. After several hours of fighting the nasty insects and spiders, which had taken up residence in her garage, she decided to call it quits for the evening.
Clare went into the house and poured herself a glass of wine, and then went back outside to watch the sunset over Bear Lake. She just got comfortable on her lawn chair when a vehicle pulled into her driveway. Without even looking, she knew it would be Matt. He stopped over enough times already for her to know the distinctive sound of his fire truck. She blew out a sigh. Boy, he just doesn’t take no for an answer.
Turning her head in the direction of her driveway, she found Matt awkwardly unloading a long, large box. She rose from her seat and headed toward him. “Hi, Matt. What’s that?”
“It’s your shelving unit. I stopped by the hardware store this afternoon and the old, coffee klatchers told me about this hot babe who was in and purchased a shelving unit. From their description, I figured it must be you. Being the nice guy I am, I thought I would see to it you got it in a timely manner.”
“Thanks. That’s really nice of you, but you shouldn’t have,” Clare said while thinking about his persistence.
They carried the monstrous box into the garage. Out of politeness, and as a 'thank you' for delivering the shelving unit, she felt the need to offer him something to drink. Besides, she was bored and having company at night, any company, was kind of nice. “Matt, would you like a beer?”
He glanced down at his watch. “Sure, I have time for a lightening quick one.”
Clare turned and walked toward the house with Matt close on her heels. She could feel the intensity of his stare on her backside. He’s such a guy.
Just as she reached the side-door, she glanced over her shoulder and pointed toward the front of the house. “Why don’t you make yourself comfortable on the front porch and I’ll be right out with your beer.”
“Okay.”
She entered the house and grabbed a beer out of the fridge for Matt, and then pushed her way back through the door and joined him on the front porch. He had already made himself comfortable in one of the lawn chairs. They spent about a half hour or so talking about the coffee klatchers from the hardware store before she noticed his anxiety level rising. He glanced at his watch, and then back up to her. “Well, I gotta go. Thanks for the beer.”
Clare stood in response to Matt rising from his chair, and walked with him toward his truck, while keeping a fair distance from him. She didn’t want to give him the impression she changed her mind about being only friends.
He reached for the handle of his truck, paused, and looked back at her. She stopped abruptly, trying to maintain her safe distance. He eyed her up, down, and then back up again, pausing briefly at her breasts before he lifted his eyes to hers. She felt as though he was debating if he should push it again and kiss her.
She needed an out. “Thanks again for delivering the shelving unit. I appreciate it. Have a nice night,” she said, turning on her heel and heading back toward the house without as much as a backward glance.
Now, if I could only get Jack to visit. What would that take?



CHAPTER 12
By three o’clock on Friday, Clare was happy to see the end of the work week. She sat behind her desk and reviewed her notes. All in all, she had a pretty big week. She met with six of her probation clients and with each of the “Freaky Foursome.”
She began to understand how they got their nickname, and decided to classify them all in the 'Paranoia' category. Each one met with her this past week to discuss their cheating husbands, and oddly enough, the details of their situations mimicked one another. They all indicated a specific day of the week in which they had a standing appointment for sex. Furthermore, each woman was convinced their partner was no longer interested in her because he was sleeping with someone else, and they were pissed as hell because their sexual needs were not being satisfied.
Clare stared at the notes she took during her sessions with Kaye, Pam, Brenda, and Dawn. How is it they all have the same issue? Odd.
She continued to analyze the information she acquired on the group. They all went to school together, married right out of high school, each have two children who are close in age, and they all think they are being cheated on. She shook her head. How bizarre.
Her mind drifted to Jimmy Broznowski. He finished the week out at school, but she worried about him. From her visit with him and his mother, she knew in her heart he was a good kid, and his issues stemmed from his dad. She hoped he would be able to finish his last few days of school, graduate, and move on with his life.
Clare felt a set of eyes on her. She glanced up from her notes to find Sean standing in the doorway to her office. Her pulse picked up its pace. The pen she'd been holding slipped from her shaky fingers. She wasn’t prepared to see him quite yet. A pang ripped through her heart with nearly enough force to knock her off her chair. It was followed by an array of emotions that passed through her mind, ranging from love to hate. They stared at each other. She wondered if he was here to try to win her back. His words and actions had always confused her. Would she be able to put up the fight if he was here to get her back? Was she strong enough yet?
Sean took a step toward her. “Hi, Clare.”
“What are you doing here?”
He took another step toward her, still holding her gaze. She tried to read his eyes but came up empty.
“I came here to see you,” he said in a silky smooth voice.
Clare analyzed his tone, and it didn’t match the look in his eyes.
She tore her gaze from his and looked down at the notepad on her desk. “You should have called before you came all this way.”
By now, he stood only inches from her and on the same side of the desk where she sat. He continued to stare down at her. The intensity of his glare nearly burned a hole through her. Sweat beaded on her upper lip.
“Aren’t you glad to see me?” he asked while a wide, cocky smile spanned his face.
She took a deep breath and placed her trembling fingers on her lap hidden beneath her desk, so he couldn’t see how nervous he made her. She willed herself strong and lifted her eyes to meet his. “Actually, I’m not. I’m sorry, but I don’t want to see you or speak to you. I think it would be best if you left and went home.”
Sean stood silent for a moment. His deceptive, blue eyes grew cold and angry. “Now, baby, you don’t mean that. It’s time to stop this little game you’re playing and come home. You can’t possibly want to stay in this hick town with these backward people.”
She fought the tears of anger burning behind her eyes.
Sean cleared his throat. “You’ve made your point. You’ve embarrassed me enough and taught me a lesson, now come home.”
She chewed on her bottom lip and stared into his frigid eyes, trying to conjure up the appropriate response.
“I like it here, and I’m staying.”
“Get up off your ass now! We’re going home!” Sean snapped with the tone of a madman.
He reached down, wrapped his fingers around the upper part of her left arm, and yanked her to her feet so quickly she lost her bearings. Her thighs hit the desk and the quick movement caused her chair to wheel back and crash into the wall behind her.
She tried to pull her arm from his firm grip, but he held tight. “You’re hurting me.”
“Shut up. Grab your shit, and let’s go.” His intense, rage-filled eyes looked as though they were going to pop out of his head at any moment.
“Hey, pal, I suggest you let go of her arm and step away,” a firm, authoritative voice sounded from the doorway.
Clare watched Sean’s mouth open as if he was about to respond to the person in the doorway. He glanced in the direction of the voice and snapped his mouth shut. She assumed he realized his long, thin frame would not be much of a match to Jack’s muscular build. And the fact Jack wore his uniform probably helped Sean to realize who was in charge.
Jack took a step toward them, staring down Sean with a cold, hard scowl as he drew closer to him. “Let go of her arm."
Sean’s grip loosened, and he dropped his arm to his side.
Jack turned his eyes toward her, transitioning from cold and hard, to soft and concerned. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” she replied, staring at her feet. She felt embarrassed and wondered how much of the exchange Jack heard.
Jack looked back at Sean. “Your business is done here. You can go.”
Sean shuffled his feet in the direction of the door, and when he was about to pass through, he turned and looked at Clare. “Just so you know, I’m staying at the Comfort Inn tonight. I’ll see you later.”
Jack’s entire body tensed. He took a couple quick steps toward Sean. “Listen, pal, you so much as even look at her again, I’ll have you in cuffs so fast it’ll make your head spin. Do you understand?”
Sean turned and walked out the door.
Clare felt Jack’s gaze and did her best to maintain her composure, but she couldn’t control her shaky hands. She busied herself cleaning up her desk, too embarrassed to look at him. He came so close to her, she felt the heat from his body warming her.
He broke the uncomfortable silence. “Are you okay?” he asked in the gentlest, most caring voice she ever heard coming from a man.
The concern in his voice caused her heart to swell and her eyes to tear. She blinked rapidly to absorb the tears before they fell.
“Clare?”
She sucked in a deep breath and looked toward him. Absorbed by his compassionate brown eyes, she fought hard to find her voice. “I’m fine. Thank you.”
His two-way radio went off, and he was dispatched to a car accident on Townline Road. “I gotta go. Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine, really.”
And with that he was gone.
The second he exited her office, her body went limp as a wet noodle, and she fell into her office chair. She sat staring into space until Mandi’s voice snapped her out of her trance.
“Clare, are you okay?”
She looked up to find the woman's kindhearted gaze fixed on her. “I’m fine, why?”
“Jack radioed back and asked me to check on you. He didn’t say why, he only wanted me to make sure you were okay. I can only assume it has to do with that jackass that just stormed out of here.”
How was it that Mandi saw Sean's true colors in such short time, yet it took me years to see them? No, accept them.
Jack’s concern for her warmed her heart and helped calm her nerves. “I’m fine, now. Thank you.”
“Well, if you want to talk about it, or if there’s anything I can do for you, just let me know.”
Clare thought about Mandi’s offer for a couple of seconds. She seemed trustworthy, so Clare decided to unload. She talked about her years with Sean, how he changed, and how she came to live in Iron City. Mandi listened attentively, not once appearing to judge her, but offered support. When she finished telling her life story, she felt as though a weight was lifted from her, and a light wave of ease sifted through her.
“Thank you for listening to me. I really appreciate your ear.”
“No problem, anytime. You know, maybe you need a little rest and relaxation from life. I have the perfect solution for you. It's Officer Dewey’s fortieth birthday today, and a bunch of us are getting together at the Forester Inn Lodge tonight for some food and spirits. Why don’t you join us?”
“You know what? I could use a couple of drinks and little fun tonight. What time?”
“The party starts at six. Well, I better get back up front before all hell breaks loose. We’ll see you later,” Mandi said as she flashed Clare a wave of her hand and headed back up the hallway toward her reception desk.
As soon as Mandi left, Clare scooted out the back door of City Hall and headed home with the intention of setting up her shelving unit for the garage before Dewey’s party. She parked her car in the driveway and went into the house to change into some work clothes.
After slipping on a pair of jean shorts and a T-shirt, she headed into the garage only to find the shelving unit already assembled and waiting for her. Who on earth put it together?
She wound her way through the clutter. Clearing the last heap of junk, she noticed the middle shelf of the unit housed every type of bug killer ever invented: wasp and bee formula, ant formula, mosquito and tick formula, and most importantly, spider formula. The corners of her mouth tugged upward.
Jack to the rescue.



CHAPTER 13
A  few minutes after six, Clare parked her car in the parking lot of the Forester Inn Lodge. She felt a bit apprehensive about going to the party by herself, but her nerves calmed when she spotted Mandi’s car.
Clare flipped down the mirrored visor to check her hair and makeup one more time, before going into the restaurant. She decided to add a little color to her lips, and then ran her hands through her curly hair in an attempt to tame it. It didn’t work.
She opened her car door and stepped out onto the gravel parking lot in her medium-heeled, kelly green, strappy sandals, which matched perfectly to her fitted, short black dress with green polka dots. Reaching back into her car, she grabbed her matching handbag, Dewey’s birthday card, and a gift certificate for the Family Diner.
The second she entered the lobby, she heard Mandi’s voice coming from the bar area and moved in that direction. She found her in the corner of the bar that housed the pool table and dart boards. Mandi was arranging an array of food on a banquet table, and Clare offered her assistance. When they finished with the food, they walked over to the keg and tapped themselves a beer.
Mandi introduced Clare to her friends and co-workers, some she’d seen in City Hall over the past couple of weeks. Everyone was friendly and made her feel comfortable.
Clare fixed a plate of food and found an available seat at a table with three older women, she guessed to be in their seventies. Turns out, the women were Dewey’s mother, Gloria, his Aunt Lucy and Aunt Boots. They looked like a feisty bunch, laughing and telling stories of their younger days while they ate and downed their old fashions. They asked Clare a lot of questions about her life, but she didn’t mind because they were genuinely friendly. When she finished eating, she excused herself from the table, walked over to the keg, and tapped herself another beer.
She looked about the bar and wondered what to do next. Mandi caught her attention and waved her over to join her friends.
“We’re about to do the shot bat. Wanna join us?"
“What’s a shot bat?” Clare asked just as the bartender surfaced with an old, wooden baseball bat with four shot glasses embedded into it.
“Well, we each pick our shot flavor, and then we huddle together, each with a hand on the shot bat, then we tilt it back and suck down our shots. Oh, and there’s no spilling, or it’s a do-over,” Mandi said with a smile.
Clare grinned and shook her head. “I’m not much of a liquor drinker.”
“You gotta try it at least once. Order something mellow like watermelon pucker or something.”
The next thing she knew she stood between Mandi and Jessica, lifting the shot bat, tilting her head back, and sucking down a watermelon pucker shot. The girls set the shot bat back onto the bar. She swiped her lips with her tongue, taking in any last remnants remaining on them. Yum.
She glanced across the bar to find Jack looking back at her. A soft smile drew across her face. “Hi, Jack,” she mouthed.
He returned her smile and held her gaze for a moment. Suddenly, his eyes drew cold, and he tore them away from her at the same moment a familiar voice sounded in her ear. She turned slightly at the waist to face Matt, and he took the opportunity to throw his arm over her shoulders. She mentally sighed and turned her head further in his direction. “Hi, Matt.”
“Hi.”
She quickly turned back in the direction where Jack was sitting, but he was gone.
Matt babbled about something, but she only partially listened to him as she looked beyond him, searching for Jack. At some point, Matt disappeared.
“He’s such a gigolo,” Mandi said, as she rolled her eyes.
Clare cocked her head to the side and flashed a confused look. “What?”
“Matt, he’s such a male slut. He thinks every woman in the world is in love with him. He uses women, and then discards them as if they were yesterday’s newspaper when he’s done with them. That’s part of the reason he and Jack no longer talk,” Mandi said, gesturing in the direction of Jack, who was now playing pool.
The bartender poured another round of shots into the shot bat and Clare, Mandi, Jessica, and Tracy stepped up for the challenge. Clare helped to set the bat back onto the bar, and then turned her attention back to Jack. She eyed him as he stretched over the pool table, preparing to take a shot. As usual, his jeans hugged his muscular thighs perfectly. He took his shot, and then stood with his backside in her direction. Her heart fluttered at the sight of his flawless masculine body. He turned. The black T-shirt he wore clung to his thick chest, shoulders, and biceps. Flawless, absolutely flawless.
“Earth to Clare. Come in, Clare,” Mandi said with a smile. “You might as well forget that. It’s not going to happen, especially if you keep hanging out with Matt.”
Clare snapped out of her trance. “What?”
“Jack, that’s what. I see the way you stare at him, and I can’t blame you. He’s hot as hell, but he’s a lost cause, though I have caught him eyeing you up like you’re his favorite piece of candy. Anyhow, he’s sworn off women, especially those who have anything to do with Matt.”
“What happened? Jack and Matt were best friends ever since I can remember.”
Mandi glanced at Jack with the sympathetic head tilt, and then looked back to Clare who waited impatiently for the story. “A couple years ago, Jack was engaged to be married to Julia Molonari. They looked like a match made in heaven, and he treated her like a princess. His life revolved around her. With his own two hands, he built the log house on Bear Lake for them to live in. We can’t believe he actually stayed there after what happened.”
“What happened?”
“I’m getting to that. Jack went out east to the FBI Academy and when he returned home, he found Julia and Matt together in his house and in his bed. He was absolutely devastated, losing his fiancé and best friend all in one shot.”
Clare’s mouth dropped open, and she slid her hand over her heart. “Oh, my God. Poor Jack.”
“And that’s when he swore off women and stopped talking to Matt. What a waste,” Mandi commented as she raked her gaze over Jack’s body, not once but twice.
“Where’s Julia now?”
“She hung around and dated Matt for a few weeks after she and Jack broke up, and then when Matt dumped her, she moved to lower Michigan. She realized what a mistake she made and tried to reconcile with Jack, but he wouldn’t have anything do with her. We can’t believe she was stupid enough to screw around on him with Matt. Everyone knows he uses women. Julia had the cat by the ass and blew it. They don’t come any better than Jack Ricco,” Mandi said, raising her glass to her lips and taking a sip of beer.
Clare shook her head as she thought about what Mandi told her about Jack and Julia. Her thoughts shifted back to her and Sean. Why do people do that shit to each other? I need another drink.
She tapped herself another beer and ordered another round of the shot bat for her and the girls. In unison, they tipped back and downed the shots of watermelon pucker.
As Clare chatted with the girls, a familiar touch on the nape of her neck drew her attention. She cringed inside, and though she fought the urge to turn around and look at the person, she did so anyway. She found Sean’s deceptive gaze on her.
“What are you doing here?”
“The receptionist at the hotel told me this was a good place to eat, so I came here for dinner, and you know what?”
“What?” Clare asked, not really caring about the answer.
“She was right, and now it’s even better because you’re here.”
Her body trembled. She fought to maintain composure in front of him. She swallowed the lump forming in her throat, inhaled deeply, and expelled a breath. “Why don’t you just go home and leave me alone.”
He continued to look down at her, displaying his arrogant smile that she’d grown to hate. “Baby, I don’t know why you fight it. You know you love me, and we should be together. You better think about your actions. I’m wealthy and good-looking, and any woman in this bar would kill to have me. I may not be available when you’re done with this little charade you’re playing.”
Her anger level rose beyond her control. She placed her trembling hands on her lap in an effort to control them.
“There you are. I’ve been looking for you,” a familiar, husky voice penetrated her ear as a strong, warm hand wrapped around hers, pulling it from her lap.
“You’ll have to excuse us. I need to dance with my old friend,” Jack said, glancing at Sean. He led her to the dance floor, leaving Sean standing at the bar with a dumbfounded look on his face.
Jack found a spot on the dance floor and spun to face her. Between the awful encounter with Sean and the three shots of watermelon pucker, combined with several glasses of beer, she was a bit out of sorts. So out of sorts that when he turned to face her, she walked right into him.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. Her cheeks warm. She stared at the floor.
Jack placed his finger under her chin and tilted her head upward until her eyes met his. “Not a problem.”
He positioned his right hand at the small of her back and took her right hand in his left as he swayed them to the music. He held her gaze for a bit before he glanced in the direction they’d left Sean, who still stood in the same spot, glaring at them. Jack pulled her closer to him, so close her breasts pressed firmly to his rock hard abs. Sean stormed out of the restaurant.
Clare liked the feel of her body pressed against Jack, and the security she found within his arms. She wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or the close proximity of her to him making her hot and woozy, likely a combination of both. She rested her head on his shoulder.
The music stopped. She took a step back from him, and looked into his dark chocolate, yummy eyes. “Thanks for saving me.”
“The pleasure was all mine,” he replied as he continued to hold her hand. He led her to an empty table, pulled out a chair for her and she sat.
“Would you like anything to drink?” he asked.
Her mind raced. Between Sean’s surprise visit, her alcohol intake, and the feelings she experienced for Jack at this very moment, she wasn’t sure what to do.
“I guess I’ll have another beer…and maybe a glass of water.”
She watched as he walked away from her. God, he’s good looking. She loved how his dark, thick, wavy hair curled around the bottom of his baseball cap, and even more, how his jeans hugged his firm butt and thighs. She couldn’t take her eyes off of him, no matter how hard she tried. It was as if they were glued to him.
He returned to the table with a mug of beer for each of them and a tall glass of ice water for her. She guzzled down the water as if she hadn't had anything to drink in days.
His gaze stayed on her. She looked away from him, and then brought her gaze back. “What?” she asked.
“Thirsty,” he teased as his lips twitched upward.
Her gaze landed on the tabletop. “Don’t pick on me. I’ve had a rough couple weeks, and I don’t usually drink this much.”
“I’m sorry. I was just teasing. Do you want to talk about it?” His tone was sincere. She could tell by the look of regret in his eyes that he probably wished he hadn't teased her a moment ago.
Her stomach stirred.
She shifted her eyes from the tabletop to meet his, and let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know, it’s complicated. What if we talk about something more fun and less depressing than my life? Get me out of this funk.”
Jack smiled. “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”
“You. Let’s talk about you. Tell me what you’ve been up to the last ten or twelve years. God, Jack, do you realize the last time I saw you was at Chrissie’s wedding? You were like…like eighteen years old, all skinny and scrawny, and look at you now.”
He chuckled. “Hmm, so you thought of me as a skinny and scrawny kid?”
Embarrassment rippled through her, and she decided to clarify what she meant. “I didn’t really mean it the way you made it sound. It’s just you’re so much younger than Chrissie and I, and your parents made us haul you around wherever we went.”
“So, what you’re saying now is I was a skinny and scrawny pain-in-the-ass kid you were forced to associate with,” he commented as he leaned forward, resting his arms on the table in the crossed position.
“No, that’s not what I meant. Stop doing that. What I was trying to say…oh, forget it. Let’s just move on.”
“Okay, we’ll move on from me being a pain-in-the-ass scrawny kid, but I want to clarify I’m not all that much younger than you. In fact, I’m less than three years younger.”
“All right, moving on, look at you now. You’re the Police Chief of Iron City. Your parents must be so proud of you, and I’ve been told you built that log house from the ground up by yourself. That’s absolutely amazing. It looks exquisite. I’d love to see the inside sometime.”
Jack leaned back into his chair watching her every move, making her feel a bit self-conscious. “You’re welcome to come over any time, and I’ll give you the nickel tour.”
She lifted her beer mug to her lips and took a swig. “God, this beer tastes good. What kind is it? I don’t even know. I’m so glad we finally had a chance to sit down and talk. I’ve been wanting to since I moved back. And your parents, they’ve been so good to me. I love them.”
Clare rambled at the speed of light, catching her second wind.
A chuckle escaped his lips.
“What’s so funny?”
He continued to smile. He hadn’t stopped grinning since they began talking. “You are. You have a lot of energy, and there seems to be a lot going through your pretty head.”
“You’re teasing me again,” Clare stated as she leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest.
Wait, did he just call me pretty? Her heart slammed in her chest.
“No, I’m not. I’m thoroughly enjoying your company.”
Clare’s cell phone interrupted their conversation. She pulled the phone out of her handbag and glanced at the display, seeing Sean’s name. She frowned, shut the phone off and stuffed it back into her purse.
“Everything okay?” Jack asked, evidently zoning in on her mood change.
Her shoulders drooped, and she blew out a heavy sigh. “It was Sean. Why can’t he just leave me alone? Everything was going fine here. Three years, Jack, three years of my life wasted with him. Three years of my life, I can’t have back."
She stopped talking. Her stomach tossed and turned. She threw a hand over her mouth, quickly got up from her chair, and sprinted off toward the bathroom.
At Jack’s request, Mandi came in to check on her. She appreciated their concern but only needed a few minutes alone to collect herself. Eventually, her stomach felt better. She exited the bathroom to find Jack waiting for her immediately outside the doorway. She hoped he wouldn’t notice she had been crying.
He gave her handbag to her and slung his arm around her shoulders, guiding her through the bar and parking lot to his truck. He opened the passenger side door and helped her in. She watched him as he walked around the front of the truck and entered through the driver’s side door, walking with such confidence.
Clare rested her head back on the seat’s headrest and turned it in his direction. “What about my car? Will it be okay here?”
“It’s fine. We’ll come get it tomorrow,” he replied as he started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot.
It took all of about three seconds before Clare fell asleep.
“Clare, wake up, you’re home,” Jack said as he leaned into the truck through the passenger side door, placing his face just inches in front of hers.
She heard him talking to her, but couldn’t open her eyelids. She reached up with her right hand and placed it on his cheek. “I’m so tired. Just let me sleep another minute.”
She suddenly realized her situation. Her lids popped open and were immediately captured by Jack’s dreamy, dark brown eyes. She saw her hand resting on his cheek, and the handsome smile drawing across his face. The feel of his skin on her palm sent a shiver throughout her body. It took every bit of strength she had to pull her hand from his cheek. It’s as if they were magnetized.
Jack held her arm as she slid out of the truck, and continued to hold onto her as he guided her up the walkway, onto the porch, and to the door of her house. She plunged her hand into her purse and fumbled around, feeling for her keys. Jack took the keyring from her, unlocked the door, and pushed it open. He followed her into the kitchen.
She slung her purse on the back of a kitchen chair. The room spun, and she held the chair rung for support.
“Are you okay?” Jack asked, stepping toward her.
Clare yawned. “Yeah, I’m just tired."
She shifted her feet toward the stairwell, held onto the railing, and took a couple of steps before the narrow stairway closed in on her. She gripped the handrail as tightly as she could and stood still, hoping the steps would stop moving.
A sensation of warmth penetrated her lower back as Jack wrapped his arm around her and helped up the stairway to her bedroom. She kicked off her sandals, flung the covers back on her bed, and climbed in, clothes and all. Jack disappeared from her bedroom and returned a moment later with a glass of water and a bottle of Tylenol in hand, which he set on the nightstand.
“I have a feeling you might need this later,” he said. His masculine, sexy voice echoed in her head.
“Thanks, and I’m sorry,” she whispered.
He knelt down beside her bed to align his eyes with hers. “Sorry for what?”
“Sorry for ruining your evening and being such a bother. I don’t normally drink this much.”
He swiped his fingers across her cheek and pushed her hair aside. Then, he leaned forward and pressed his lips lightly to her cheek.
“You didn’t ruin the evening, and you’ll never be a bother to me, sweetheart,” he whispered into her ear.
Clare’s heart nearly stopped beating at the sound of him calling her sweetheart. Even with the excitement flowing through her body, she couldn’t fight her heavy eyelids any longer.
    
Jack couldn’t pull himself away from Clare, even though she was sleeping. He sat in the old, wooden rocking chair positioned at her bedside and watched her. Her red, wavy hair lay sporadically over her soft, milky colored skin. He fought the urge to reach out and touch her cheek again; his hand still tingled from the contact moments ago. The rhythm of her breathing relaxed him.
As he continued to watch her, he thought about what Mandi told him in regards to why Clare moved to Iron City. He pried the whole, ugly story out of Mandi, so he knew about how Sean cheated on her and how he had a tendency to be rough with her. The thought of Sean treating her poorly angered him. He wanted nothing more than to deck him tonight when he saw him, and it took every bit of restraint he could muster not to do so. He wondered if Clare still loved him, and he wondered if Sean really ever loved her.
He recalled how he’d looked forward to Clare’s summer visits when he was a boy. As far back as he could remember, he’d loved her. Even as a teenager, he would beg his parents to make his sister take him wherever she went because he knew Clare would be with her. He didn’t care his presence irritated the heck out of Chrissie. Eventually, Clare’s grandparents passed on, and she no longer returned to Iron City.
Two weeks ago when Clare showed up, all the old feelings he carried for her came rushing back to him in full force. When he heard she was back, he wanted to see her right away, but either something came up or Matt was in the way. His heart nearly broke in half when he thought she and Matt were going to pursue a romantic relationship. He couldn’t bear to lose another love to someone like Matt, someone who only cared about himself and only used women. He found himself ecstatic when Mandi informed him Matt and Clare were not going to happen.
Jack inadvertently leaned back on the old, wooden rocking chair, causing it creek. Clare stirred, and he immediately stopped rocking.
He watched her as those magnificent, green eyes popped open. She glanced about the room, zoned in on him sitting in the chair, and blinked a few times as if trying to clear her vision.
“Jack,” she whispered as her eyes closed.
“Yeah.”
She mumbled something in return he couldn’t make out. He rose from the chair and took a knee at her bedside.
“Do you need something, Clare?”
She stirred.
He was just about to rise when she began talking in her sleep.
“Jackie, when did you grow up and become so insanely handsome?”
The corners of his mouth lifted, and he couldn’t force them back down if he tried. Reaching down, he gripped the covers and pulled them up around her neck, and then he leaned forward and lightly pressed his lips to her cheek. He lingered for a moment before he rose from his knee and left her bedroom.
Jack found a piece of paper and a pen in Clare’s kitchen and wrote her a note.
Clare,
I had a great time last night. It was nice to finally have a chance to catch up. I'll be back in the morning to give you a ride to your car. Breakfast is on me.
Jack



CHAPTER 14
C lare woke to the sound of singing cardinals outside her bedroom window. Normally, she liked cardinals, especially during winter when they looked so bright against the new fallen snow. This particular morning, she wished they would go away. Their piercing whistle didn’t help her pounding head. She lay for a moment longer, hoping the throbbing would subside. It didn’t.
Her tongue felt like sandpaper, her mouth was dry as a desert, and it tasted like something crawled into it and died.
Ugh. Hangover!
She flung the covers off, swung her feet over the side of her bed, and sat there for a moment trying to get her bearings. She slowly titled her head back, forward, and then from side to side trying to work the annoying kink out of her neck. The maneuver made her dizzy. When she stood up, she realized she was still fully dressed in her party clothes, and the events of the evening rushed back to her.
She recalled how she rambled on and on to Jack at the party, and he had to drive her home. She threw the palm of her hand to her forehead. My god! He must think I’m some kind of moron.
She stripped off her dress and made her way to the shower where she stood under the blazing hot water and willed her head to stop pounding. It still didn’t work. Stepping out of the tub, she dried off, and threw on a pair of man-repellant, baggy, black sweatpants and a Milwaukee Brewer T-shirt. She ran a toothbrush through her cotton mouth and towel dried her hair, letting it fall messily over her shoulders.
The throbbing in her head started to subside. She needed coffee in a bad way—so badly, she was sure she actually smelled it as she descended the stairs. She rounded the corner of the kitchen, threw her hand over her heart, gasped, and jumped back. “My God, Jack, you scared the living daylights out of me. What are you doing here?” she asked as she teetered on her heel.
“I left you a note last night, telling you I would return in the morning to drive you back to your car.”
“Oh.”
He raked his gaze over her.
Shit! She stood in front of him looking like a wreck, wet tangled hair and frumpy old sweatpants. Her face felt like it was on fire.
In spite of her appearance, he still flashed his handsome smile at her, then he pointed to the stove. “I thought you might be hungry when you woke up, so I brought over the makings for omelets. I heard the shower running when I got here, so I got everything started. They’re almost done. Are you hungry?”
Clare inhaled, and her mouth watered. “I am.” She took in the sight of the sexy man cooking for her in her kitchen and thought she could get used to this. She wondered which made her mouth water more, the food or Jack. Her stomach growled; right now, it was a tossup.
“Perfect, take a seat and I’ll serve them up.”
“Let me help.”
“Nope. Sit. I have it all under control,” he said as he pulled out a chair for her.
She watched him cook, unable to take her eyes off him. He poured two cups of coffee and set them on the table. Then, he prepared two plates with toast and omelets, and set one in front of her, and one on the opposite side of the table.
She sipped her coffee. The pounding in her head faded.
“Everything looks good, Jack. Thank you. And thank you for taking care of me last night. I’m really sorry for being such a bother.”
“Like I told you last night, the pleasure was all mine. I had a good time,” he said, flashing a soft smile and forking a mouthful of his ham and cheese omelet.
Clare watched his every move as he ate, admiring the strength and self-confidence that flowed through him... His dark, wavy curls made her fingers itch to run through them. She caught herself staring at his lips as he wrapped them around his fork, wondering how they would feel pressed against her lips, and how he would taste. And his eyes, his greatest feature, portrayed such warmth. She could hardly peel her eyes from his once they connected. He smiled, and her stomach fluttered.
When they finished eating breakfast, they washed and dried the dishes, talking mostly about his family as they worked, and then mentioned picking up her car. She excused herself and hustled upstairs to comb her unruly hair, and change into something more presentable for company. She slapped on some makeup, slid into a pair of khaki capris, a dark green T-shirt, and a pair of casual brown sandals. A few minutes later, she returned to the kitchen.
“I’m ready.”
He rose from his chair and led her out to his truck. He started the engine then looked at her. “Last night, you mentioned you’d like to see my house. If you have time, we could stop by my place after we pick up your car?”
“Absolutely, I’d love to.”
Clare glanced across Bear Lake toward his log home. “It looks so picturesque from here. I can’t wait to see the inside.”
Jack drove down the curvy roads to the Forester Inn Lodge, pulled into the parking lot, and parked next to her car, which was the only car in the lot. He jumped out of the truck and hurried to her side of the vehicle to open the door for her.
Clare slid out of his truck and into her vehicle.
“So, you’ll follow me back to my place?”
“Yes.”
He shut her door and she watched him walk back around his truck and climb into the driver’s seat.
God, he’s easy on the eyes, sweet, and thoughtful.
Her history with men had her doubting any man could be as caring and thoughtful as Jack seemed. She wanted to be a believer, but historically that got her into trouble.
Her heart told her Jack was different than Sean, and the others she'd dated. Jack's actions spoke loudly. He'd thought enough to pick up her car before they went to his house–giving her an out, a means of escape–control. Control was something no man in her past had allowed her.
She followed him through the twisting maze of roads leading to his home. It took only a few minutes to arrive at his house.
He motioned for her to follow him as he led the way through the connected, three-stall garage and into the house. They entered through the kitchen, equipped with stylish cherry wood cupboards and modern stainless steel appliances. The dark granite countertop added a touch of class. In the center of the large kitchen sat an island covered in the same dark granite. She couldn’t help but run her fingers across the cool, smooth countertop as she walked by.
The kitchen led into a large room, which housed a mission-style, oak dining room table on one side and rustic living room furniture on the other. The furniture faced a two-sided stone fireplace opened to the living room, and she assumed the master bedroom.
The furniture was strategically placed, not only take in the sight of the gorgeous stone fireplace but also Bear Lake through the sliding glass doors. Directly outside the doors lay a large, wood deck.
She followed him from the living room into the master bedroom that, as she assumed, housed the opposite side of the fireplace. A king-sized log bed, tall chest of drawers, and a dresser filled the large room. A patchwork quilt, the kind a grandmother makes and sews with love in every stitch, covered the bed. Clare stole a quick, unnoticed glance at Jack, and then shifted her eyes back to the inviting bed. She wondered what it would feel like to wake up in that bed with his arms wrapped around her. Her breath hitched; blood surged though her veins like an electrical current.
Jack continued with the tour, leading her into the master bathroom equipped with a double set of sinks, large whirlpool tub, and walk in tile shower. The windows in the bathroom faced away from Bear Lake, and provided a delightful view of the hardwoods abutting the house.
She followed him back into the living room and up the open staircase, which led into a small loft area where he had set up an office. A modernized, oak rolltop desk and a couple of oak filing cabinets nearly filled the entire area. Off of the loft was a small bathroom located between two bedrooms. One of the bedrooms was empty and the other was home to a log futon, bordered by a couple of knotty pine end tables.
“I haven’t quite got to furnishing these rooms, yet,” Jack offered as he stepped back into the loft overlooking the living room and dining room area.
Clare placed her hands on the wood railing and looked down into the living room. “This is absolutely gorgeous. I can’t believe you did all this by yourself.”
A proud smile spanned his face. “Well, I did have some help. My dad helped quite a bit, as well as my brother-in-law and some of my friends.”
Running her hand across the railing, she took in the smooth feel of the wood.
She glanced at Jack and caught him staring down at her. He looked deep in thought.
“What are you thinking about?” she asked.
He flinched as if she startled him out of a trance. “Nothing. Let me show you the deck.”
She followed him down the staircase and out onto the deck overlooking Bear Lake. The late morning sun shined brightly on the lake, rays of light reflecting off the ripples. It was like one, huge Fourth of July sparkler.
Clare pointed at his fishing boat tied to the dock.
“Do you fish a lot?”
“Every chance I get.”
“Do you catch much?”
He smiled. “It depends on the day. Some are better than others, but it doesn’t’ matter. Catching fish is only a bonus. Do you want to go out on the boat?”
She thought about his offer for a moment. Hmm, spending more time with Jack on a beautiful Saturday morning, catching glimpses of those drop-dead, gorgeous eyes all day long. Not a bad deal.
“Yes” popped out of her mouth.
“I’ll be right back,” Jack said as he turned and headed back into his house.
Clare's cell phone buzzed and she yanked it out of her pocket. Her heart sank when she saw Sean's name flash across the screen, but curiosity got the best of her and she tapped the message icon. Sean's dreadful voice echoed in her head as she read his message. "Have you come to your senses yet?"
Prick. I'm not going to allow him to ruin this wonderful day. Clare shut off her phone and stuffed it back into her pocket.
Jack emerged a few moments later with one hand laden with a fishing pole, tackle box, and bait. The other hand gripped a lightweight, long-sleeve shirt, baseball cap, and a small cooler.
“You may need these to protect that pale skin of yours from the sun,” he teased.
“Funny,” Clare said, taking the hat and shirt from him, knowing he was right. The sun played havoc on her fair skin. She raked her gaze over Jack’s sun darkened complexion. He, on the other hand, seemed to have a completely different relationship with the sun.
She followed him onto the dock and watched him step into the boat and prepare for departure.
She took a seat in the boat across the narrow aisle from Jack’s seat, positioned behind the steering wheel. He untied the boat, started the engine, and slowly backed away from the dock. He took them for ride around the edge of the lake, showing her the sights. Some places were familiar to her from when she was a kid, but several new homes now bordered the lake since she’d last visited over ten years ago.
After touring the perimeter, he piloted the boat to the center of the lake and dropped anchor. She watched him bait his hook and prepare his line for casting. Effortlessly, he swung his rod back, and then forward, presenting the bait in perfect form for the fish.
“Now, we wait,” he said as he leaned back in his seat and stared at the bobber.
Clare watched the bobber as well in anticipation of the big catch. As they watched and waited, the intense noon sun warmed her skin. She gathered her thick, wavy hair in her hand and held it in a ponytail as she slipped Jack’s Iron City Police Department baseball cap onto her head, pulling her ponytail through the adjustable opening in the back. At least now, the brim of the cap would protect her nose and cheeks from the sun’s rays. She slid into the shirt he loaned her and buttoned it up to right beneath her chin. His masculine scent coated the soft material, arousing her senses.
She felt Jack’s eyes on her. “I guess I better start stocking the boat with sun block. What do you require, one hundred SPF?” he playfully teased.
Excitement rippled through her at the thought of him taking her out on the boat again. She grinned. “Ha, ha. Very funny. Not all of us were blessed with awesome, Italian skin you know, and for the record, fifty does the trick.”
Suddenly, the red and white bobber ducked down below the surface of the water, re-surfaced, and then dipped below again. Jack tugged his pole upward to hook the fish, and then he reeled in the monster perch.
“Couple more of these babies and we’ll have ourselves a nice supper,” he beamed proudly. “You do like fish, don’t you, Clare?”
“Yep.”
A few fish and a couple of hours later, Jack pulled up anchor and started the engine. He moved the boat up to the dock with ease, grabbed hold of it, and cut the engine before leaping out of the boat and tying it into place. From inside the boat, she handed him his fishing gear, and then he reached down and took her arm to help her out of the watercraft. Her arm tingled, even after he released her.
She followed him up the walkway and back into the house, unsure as to what to do at this point. She’d had such a good time with him all day and didn’t want to leave yet, but she wasn’t sure if he wanted her to stay. She caught him stealing glances at her all afternoon, the kind that left her breathless and indicated he thought of her as more than just a friend.
“Well, I suppose I should get on home and let you get on with whatever you were planning to do tonight,” she said flatly as they stepped into his house.
He held the days catch up high for her to see. “Aren’t you staying for dinner? I thought we were going to fry these up.”
“I wasn’t…I didn’t know you were serious before,” she stammered. “I’d love to stay for dinner.”
“Great. Why don’t you make yourself comfortable in the living room while I clean the fish?”
“Okay,” Clare said, happy she wasn’t expected to cut the heads off the fish.
She took a seat on the couch, grabbed the television remote off the end table, and flipped through the channels, stopping at the Brewer game.
Jack surfaced a few minutes later. “What’s the score?”
“Two to zip, Brewers.”
“Great. Do you like red potatoes and corn?”
“Yes. Let me help you with dinner,” Clare said, rising to her feet and following him into the kitchen.
Jack flipped down a small television screen from under the kitchen cupboard and tuned in the game. He breaded the fish as Clare washed the potatoes and prepared the corn. Less than an hour later, he dished up their supper plates and set them on the kitchen island top.
Clare forked a mouthful of perch. “Yum, this is excellent. What seasonings did you use in the breading?”
“Oh…it’s an old family secret. I can’t tell,” he said as he winked and flashed his handsome smile, sending her heart pumping in overdrive.
After dinner, they cleaned up the kitchen and returned to the living room to finish watching the second game of the Brewer’s double-header. Clare took a seat on the couch, hoping Jack would sit next to her. He swung his gaze from the recliner to the spot next to her on the couch, and then back to the recliner. She easily saw the debate he held in his head, evidently uncertain as the whether to make a move on her at this particular moment. Quietly, she sighed when he took residence on the recliner.
Clare’s eyes were closed. A completely satisfying aroma flowed through her nostrils. She contemplated what the smell could be and its origin.
Yum, Jack’s aftershave.
“Clare.”
Did she really just hear her name? She reached up with her right hand and moved it in the direction of the soft, sexy voice, resting her hand on what appeared to be a cheek with a five o’clock shadow. Realization sunk in and when her eyes popped open, she found Jack’s face only inches from hers, her hand resting on his cheek. Her hand quickly retreated, but the warmth from him stayed with it.
“You dozed off. Why don’t I drive you home?”
“I’m sorry. I guess all the sun this afternoon tired me out. What time is it?”
“It’s a little after ten,” he replied, putting distance between them.
Clare rose to her feet. “I’m okay. I can drive myself home.”
“Are you sure?”
As Jack walked her to her car, she wondered if he would kiss her goodnight; she wanted him to. Imagine that, she wanted to be kissed by little Jackie Ricco. In fact, she wouldn’t mind more than a kiss. He reached in front of her and opened her door; she spun to face him. She caught his gaze and held it as long as she could, hoping to draw him in, hoping for a kiss from his irresistible lips.
Through his warm, brown eyes, she easily saw the internal deliberation going on in his mind. Her heart went out to him. She, too, knew the pain of love lost, and the havoc it plays on one’s heart. Stretching up onto her tiptoes, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his cheek. The sensation shooting throughout her body, from her lips to her toes, could only be described as pure pleasure.
“I had a really good time today,” Clare said as she turned and slid into her car.
He leaned toward her. “I did, too. Say, I go to my parent’s house for brunch most Sunday’s. Why don’t you join us tomorrow?”
“Sounds wonderful, what time?”
Jack chuckled. “It depends on how long mom socializes after church. Usually, they get home a little after nine. Why don’t you come over about nine-thirty or so?”
“Okay, see you tomorrow.” Clare cranked the engine and rolled off.
She placed her fingers to her warm, tingling lips. Good God, if simply touching her lips to his cheek did this, how would it feel if their lips actually made contact?
    
Jack watched Clare pull out of his driveway; his cheek still burned from her kiss. He replayed the past five minutes in his head at least one hundred times, wondering how he could be such an idiot and not kiss her goodnight. He wanted to kiss her. In fact, he wanted to do more than kiss her. He wanted to hold her, feel her beneath him, make love to her. His heart raced. Every nerve ending in his body seared.
He recalled how the sun reflected off her pale skin as they relaxed on the boat this past afternoon. Her soft, milky-white skin looked so inviting, it took every effort to not touch her, to not reach out and run his hands over her. Relief came when she slid into his shirt, covering her alluring, pale body. Finally, he could concentrate on the fishing.
And moments ago, when she stood in front of him, waiting for him to kiss her, she looked so beautiful in the moonlit sky he could hardly stand it. The more he thought about kissing her, the more apprehensive he grew, and he couldn’t help but wonder if Clare was truly done with Sean. He needed to be sure, before he put his heart out there again, fearing another heartbreak of his own.
Jack shook his head to shake thoughts of Clare out of his mind. He meandered back into the house. Not knowing what else to do with himself, he decided to turn in for the evening. But sleep wouldn't come. He tossed and turned then kicked off the covers to cool his hot, aching body. It didn’t work. Visions of Clare passed through his mind.
He imagined her in his king-sized bed lying next to him, with her soft, silky skin pressed against him while they shared long, sweet-tasting, sensual kisses. He envisioned her soft, round breasts in his hands, covering her taut nipples with his mouth. She would be wet and ready for him to take her, and he would love her slowly and thoroughly. And finally, when he woke in the morning, her lovely body would be entwined with his.
The morning sunlight finally made its way through the window blinds, shining directly on his face. He'd hardly slept a wink, and he was hot as hell. He rolled out of bed—a long cold shower was in order.



CHAPTER 15
A t about nine fifteen, Jack arrived at his parent’s house. They had just returned home from church, all cheerful and ready to hit the day running.
“Good morning, Jack. My, you look chipper today. What’s gotten into you?” his mother asked as she pulled breakfast ingredients out of the refrigerator.
“Nothing, only your typical Sunday,” he replied, “and by the way, I hope you don’t mind. I invited Clare over for brunch today.”
The knowing look exchanged between his parents did not go unnoticed. “It’s brunch you guys, nothing more.”
“Okay, dear,” his mother said. She began frying sausages to go with the pancakes.
Jack anxiously looked at his watch as nine thirty passed by. No Clare. He looked at his watch again. Still no sign of her at nine forty-five.
He rose from his chair at the kitchen table, walked over to the window, and looked in the direction of her house. From this angle, he could see the side entrance through the narrow patch of trees standing between the two yards. He could also see her SUV parked in the driveway.
He glanced at his mom who stood by the stove. “I’m going to go check on Clare. I’ll be right back.”
He walked through his parent’s yard toward Clare’s with his long-legged pace. Worry rippled through him. She didn’t seem the type of person to show up late for something.
He rounded the edge of the small patch of trees, now in full view of her house. It looked quiet, undisturbed. He glanced at her SUV and noticed the faint glow of the interior light. He walked around to the driver’s side to find the door wide open. Her purse lay on the ground next to the front tire. His head snapped up, and he glanced about her yard looking for signs of where she might be. Nothing. No blood. No sign of struggle. Just an open door and the purse lying on the ground.
His heart slammed against his chest cavity and his pulse pounded in his ears. He ran toward her house and leaped over the porch steps to save time. Thankfully, her front door was unlocked. He let himself in and searched every room. She was nowhere to be found. Her bedding was in order, but he couldn’t be sure if she made it after she woke up this morning, or if she never made it to bed last night.
He raked his hand through his hair and willed his heart to calm down. It wouldn’t. The garage, perhaps he would find her in there. No luck. Once back outside, he stood next to her SUV scanning the area, searching for clues. His heart beat even harder. If it continued, he was sure it would either explode, or break his chest cavity. His eyes shifted around her yard, his pulse pounding in his ears. Another faint thud sounded over his own. He stood still and focused on the newly noticed thud. Where is it coming from?
His feet moved in the direction the sound. He stood at the edge of the woods and looked down. There they were–drag marks in the long, flattened weeds–skidding in the direction of the rhythmic thud which grew louder with each step he took. Hoarse cries for “help” joined the hollow beat.
Jack ran to the platform of the weathered, old outhouse, which stood roughly twenty-five feet behind Clare’s house. A pile of cinder blocks held the door shut from the outside.
“Clare, are you in there?”
“Yes. Please get me out, hurry.”
“I’m working on it,” he replied, bending over and grasping a cinder block in each hand. He repeated the motion several times, each time tossing the heavy blocks behind him.
“Are you okay?” he asked as he worked.
“Yes, I think so. Please hurry Jack, I can’t stand it in here. There’s spiders and stuff,” she yelled through the door, followed by more cries and sniffles.
    
The door of the outhouse opened and Clare wasted no time escaping. She ran past Jack and didn’t stop until she stood in her driveway. Her hands frantically raced through her hair, along her shoulders and arms, and then down over her legs. She gasped for air loudly and deeply, as if she had held her breath under water for a long time. She filled her lungs, and then bent over and wiped her hands on the dew–covered grass.
“Clare, are you okay? What are you doing?”
She stopped weaving her hands through the grass and looked up at him. “Spiders, Jack. The outhouse is full of spiders and spider webs. They were all over me when I woke up in there. I can’t stand spiders.”
She threw her hands back onto her head and ran her fingers through her hair again. “Oh, God, Jack! Are there any in my hair? You gotta look. Are there any in there?” She screeched in a voice so high pitched and frantic, she hardly recognized it as her own.
He reached toward her and pulled her forearms, removing her hands from her head. She pulled her arms from his grip and wrapped them around his waist. He followed suit, wrapping his strong arms around her, holding her tight.
She pressed her face to his firm chest and sobbed hysterically, trying to pull herself together but couldn’t seem to do so. When her tears finally dried and her breathing calmed, he released her and took a short step back.
“What happened? How did you end up trapped in the outhouse, and who put those cinder blocks in front of the door?”
Though his warm, brown eyes brought comfort to her, she couldn’t fight the tears that started to flow again. She sniffled and fought to release the words caught in her throat. “I don’t know.”
“Tell me exactly what happened, step by step, after you left my house last night.”
She sucked in a deep breath and glanced around her yard, gathering her thoughts.
“Well, I left your house and drove straight home. I parked my car in the driveway and shut off the engine. Then, I reached over to the passenger seat to grab my handbag, and my car door suddenly swung open. Someone grabbed my arm and yanked me out. There were two people. One of them threw a hood of some sort over my head, and then they whisked me off toward the outhouse. I remember stumbling because I couldn’t see, so they just kind of dragged me along. A loud, raspy whisper sounded in my ear, telling me to be careful who I mess with, or I’d be sorry. Then, they shoved me in the dark outhouse, blocked the door, and left.”
“Was it a man’s voice or a woman’s? Were they big or small? Do you remember anything about them, physical features or attributes? How did they leave? Did you hear a car?”
“I’m pretty sure the voice was from a man. One person was a bit taller than me, and the other may have been my height or a little shorter. I don’t know. It was dark outside. Even with the dim light of my car's interior light, I couldn't make out who they were because they wore ski masks. And everything happened so fast. Once I was in the outhouse, all I remember was trying to keep the spiders off me.” The tears streamed down her cheeks again.
He wrapped her in his comforting arms again. “Shh, it’s going to be okay. I’ll find out who did this.”
She clung to him and rested her head on his shoulder. The warmth and security of his hold calmed her. That's it. I'm never letting him go.
"It's okay, Sweetheart, I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere."
What? Did I say that out loud? Did he really just answer me?
Keeping one arm around her, Jack removed the other and yanked his cell phone from his hip. "I'm calling Dewey to get another set of eyes out here."
While they waited for Dewey, Clare went into her house to clean up. Jack continued to look around outside for any clues as to who locked her in the outhouse.
She stripped her clothes off as she walked from her bedroom into her bathroom. Before stepping into the shower, she glanced at herself in the mirror. Swirls of mascara and dirt lined her cheeks. Her red, swollen eyes radiated distress, and the snarled hair just plain made her look ridiculous. She ran her hands through her hair several more times to make certain no spiders resided in it, though unsure what she would do if one of those nasty, eight legged creatures surfaced—probably faint.
She tilted her head back, stared at ceiling, and blew out a sigh. Great, just great. I look like a crazy woman who was raised in the wild by a pack of wolves. No soap or combs to speak of. He must really think I’m some sort of bumbling lunatic.
She stepped into the shower and lathered up her tired, aching body then washed her hair. Not once, but twice. The piping hot water, beating against her weary skin, soothed her as she leaned against the shower wall. Exhaustion consumed her; she'd hardly slept a wink last night due to being on constant spider, rodent, and animal patrol.
Being locked in the outhouse was as close to living in the great outdoors as she'd care to be. Between the horrifying spiders on the inside and dangerous wild animals on the outside, Clare was surprised she'd made it through the night. At one point, she was sure some raccoons were scraping the outer walls with their long, sharp nails, or it could have been a tree branch moving in the wind. She wasn't sure which it was but either way it didn't matter. She didn't like it. And she certainly didn't like the yipping of the coyotes during the wee hours of the morning. Every time they started up, the hair on her arms stood at full attention. They sounded so close she was sure she could have reached out and touched them if not for the outhouse barrier.
Finally, she pulled herself from the comforting constant spray of hot water. She stepped out of the shower and wrapped her hair in a towel, dried herself off with another, and threw on her pink, silky robe. She made it as far as her bed, where she plopped on top of the covers and closed her eyes.
Maybe I’m just one of those people trouble seems to follow.
A faint knock sounded on her bedroom door. She'd barely lifted her head from the pillow before Maria's gentle voice sounded through the door. "Clare, are you okay?'
Clare pulled herself from the bed and opened the door for Maria. The concerned look in the woman's eyes was unmistakable. Maria held out her arms and Clare stepped into them.
"You poor thing. I'm sorry this happened to you. You're not hurt, are you?"
Clare stepped back. "I'm fine. Just a bit shook up." That was an understatement.
Maria held her gaze. "Don't you worry, Jack will get to the bottom of this." Confidence laced her tone. "You must be famished, why don't you get dressed and come over for breakfast while Jack and Dewey work on this. They're outside, combing over your yard." She paused and cleared her throat. "I won't let them hound you until you've had something to eat, and are ready for their interrogation."
She knew the woman was right. Jack wouldn't rest until he found out who did this to her. That's just the way he was–a protector.



CHAPTER 16
A t eight thirty Monday morning, Clare pushed through the front door of City Hall to find Mandi pecking away on her keyboard.
“Good morning, Mandi.”
“Morning. How are you today?”
Clare sucked in a deep breath. “Don’t ask.”
“I heard you had a tough weekend. What was that all about?”
“I wish I knew. Is Jack in?”
“He was, but he got a call. He said to tell you he would stop by your office when he gets back.”
Clare made a move for the hallway.
"Wait! Before you head to your office, I want you to know that your ex is waiting for you down there. He just strolled through not two minutes before you walked in."
"Why can't he just leave me alone?"
"Do you want me to call Dewey or one of the other officers in to get rid of him? I'd call Jack but he's at an accident."
"No, I'll be fine."
Clare walked down the long, narrow corridor. Sean stood by her office door, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. He looked handsome in his black Armani suit, hot pink shirt, and lime green and pink striped tie. God, he knows how to dress. Then she caught herself. Too bad he’s such an arrogant prick.
He straightened as she walked toward him. “Good morning, Clare.”
“Morning. What are you doing here?” She walked past him and unlocked the door to her rented space.
“Now is that the way to greet your fiancé?” he asked as he followed her into her office.
Clare turned quickly to face him. “Last I remember, Sean, we were no longer engaged. I asked you to leave me alone. Now I'm telling you. That includes calls and texts. Stop calling me and stop sending me all those texts. Go home. Go home to Lana and Tina,” she snapped.
“I told you before, baby, those things with Lana and Tina was a mistake. It didn’t mean anything, and it will never happen again. You know you still love me. You know this…” he waved his hand indicating their surroundings, “this hicksville place is not for you. You need finer things. Things I can provide.”
The intensity of his stare scared her, but she was determined to not let him see the effect he had on her and willed her heart to slow down, her hands to steady. Deep down, she knew he would never change, and he only tried to get her back because he didn’t like the fact she ended it, not him. He had lost control. That was the real issue, not that he had lost her. She placed her shaky hands on her hips and looked up into his deceptive, blue eyes. “I like it here. I’m staying. Just go home and leave me the hell alone.”
His bright blue eyes grew cold and dark as Lake Michigan in January. Holding his gaze, she resolved to match his strength. His lips drew into a thin line.
He pointed at the doorway. “This is it, Clare. This is your last chance. Once I walk out that door, I’m not coming back for you again. Do you understand?” His voice cracked, an unfamiliar characteristic for him.
She continued to match his angry glare as she worked to control her tone. “For your sake, Sean, I will be clear. I completely understand what you are saying. I no longer love you, and you are free to go. I really hope you have a nice life,” she offered in the sweetest voice she could find in an attempt to convince him she really did wish him a nice life.
He took a quick step toward her; she flinched and retreated a step. He pointed his finger in her face, only centimeters from her nose. “Careful who you mess with, bitch. You’ll be sorry. I gave you everything. You’re nothing without me!”
“Excuse me. Everything okay here?” Jack asked as he eyed Sean. The tone of his voice indicated it was a statement more than a question.
“Everything is fine,” Clare replied.
Jack kept his glare fixed on Sean.
Clare watched Jack fight to unclench his knotted jaw. “I think it’s time you and I had a little talk, pal,” he said, motioning for Sean to walk with him.
Sean transferred his gaze from Jack to Clare. If looks could kill, she knew she would be six feet under.
"That won't be necessary. I'm leaving," Sean stated.
Jack shook his head and stepped toward him. "You're not leaving until we've talked." Jack pointed to the doorway. "We can do this the easy way or the hard way. I'm game for either."
"Fine."
Sean's nostrils flared as she shot one last over-the-shoulder glare at Clare as he exited her office with Jack on his heels.
As she watched them walk down the hallway toward Jack’s office, her heart raced. The whole scene caused her eye to twitch, indicating her level of anxiety. Once they were out of sight, she went back into her office and took a seat behind her desk, placed her elbows on her desktop, and rested her head in her hands. She wasn’t sure what bothered her more: her confrontation with Sean—and the fact she once loved someone so cold and uncaring, or that Jack had witnessed the whole ugly encounter between them. She worried about what Jack must think of her and wondered about the exchange now taking place between two men.
Clare wanted to fight her own battle. She wanted to show Sean she could stand up to him on her own; but on the other hand, she loved how Jack took charge of the situation and watched out for her. She found herself awed by the man Jack grew up to be, strong, yet warm and caring.
    
Jack walked up the hallway trailing Sean only a bit, so he could keep a closer eye on him. Sean’s threat echoed in Jack’s mind: "Careful who you mess with. You’ll be sorry." This was the same threat Clare’s kidnappers used when they locked her in the outhouse. He wondered about Sean’s whereabouts Saturday night. He would question him when they got to his office.
Jack hoped Clare meant what she said about no longer loving Sean; it sounded convincing. He wondered if he stood a chance with her, but his feelings for her scared him. After the incident with Julia, he didn’t know if he could ever open himself up to another woman again. His heart still ached when he thought about his failed relationship.
They entered his office. Jack took a seat behind his desk, picked up his phone, and buzzed Mandi’s extension.
“Hello.”
“Have you seen Dewey?”
“Yes, he just went into the evidence room.”
He disconnected his call from Mandi and buzzed the evidence room phone.
“Officer Dewey here.”
“Dewey, come to my office right away.”
“Yes, sir.”
He arrived within seconds, and took a position next to Jack. Jack shifted his glance toward Dewey, who rested his butt on the credenza behind the desk. His rounded stomach rolled over the top of his duty belt. Dewey straightened his spine.
Jack could tell by the look on Dewey’s face, he knew why he was summoned. The years of working together paid off; Dewey required no explanation. Jack wanted him to take the lead in questioning Sean in regards to his whereabouts on Saturday night and his potential involvement with Clare’s mishap.
Sean sat silent, his gaze swinging between Jack and Dewey. The longer the blanket of silence covered the room, the more anxious Sean appeared to grow—all part of the plan.
Dewey cleared his throat. "Mr. Krane, where were you between the hours of 10:00 p.m. and 11:00 p.m. last night?
Sean leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. "How is that your concern?"
"I have reason to believe you may have been at Clare's house and threatened her." Dewey stated.
"I wasn't anywhere near her house last night," Sean retorted.
Jack sat silent taking in the verbal responses Sean offered and assessing Sean’s body language.
"Where were you then?"
"At my hotel, fast asleep." The cocky tone Sean used irritated Jack to no end, making it difficult to keep quiet and let Dewey continue with the questioning.
"Is there anyone that can attest to that?"
A smug smile stretched Sean's lips. "Do you have anyone who can attest that I was at Clare's?"
Jack wanted to leap over his desk and shake the shit out of the arrogant bastard. As Dewey looked like he was formulating his next question Sean stood. "Am I under arrest?"
Dewey stood. "No."
Unfortunately, they didn't have anything concrete to justify holding Sean. Jack nodded a dismissal.
Jack and Dewey watched as Sean walked out of City Hall. They kept their eyes on him while he strolled across the street to his BMW. Sean pulled out his cell phone and looked toward City Hall as he spoke. A moment later, he drove away.
“He’s smooth,” Dewey said.
“Yes, he is. What do you think? Did he have anything to do with it?” Jack asked.
“It’s highly possible. He seems to fit the profile. We should keep a close eye on him. I’ll still check with the receptionist at the Comfort Inn to see if she saw him come or go at any point. However, I wouldn’t be surprised if she wouldn’t know.”
"Talk to the manager, too. Find out if they ever hooked up their security cameras, and if so, see if they have any footage of Sean entering or leaving the premises. Also, ask if they track keycard activity. If they do, find out when his keycard opened his room door. That might tell us something."



CHAPTER 17
While Jack and Dewey met with Sean, Clare began her Monday morning session with Dawn, who arrived at precisely nine o’clock and took a seat in her usual spot. Clare grabbed her notepad and pen and sat in the chair on the opposite side of the coffee table from the woman, so she could face her directly.
“How was your week?” Clare asked.
Dawn sighed and used her right hand to flip her long brown hair over her shoulder. She fixed her dark brown eyes on Clare. “Well, my week wasn’t good. I still think the little prick is cheating on me. I don’t know, maybe he’s no longer interested in me.” Tears pooled in her eyes.
“Why do you think that?”
Dawn poked at her belly, which rolled over the top of her tight-fitting capri pants. “Maybe he no longer finds me attractive. I can’t seem to lose this awful baby weight no matter how hard I try. My stomach feels like the Pillsbury doughboy’s stomach, all gushy and gross. He tells me I have a beautiful body, but his actions lately make me think he’s lying. He’s good at telling women what they want to hear.”
Clare wondered why Dawn would make the comment her husband tells women what they want to hear. How odd, wouldn’t he just tell Dawn what she wants to hear?
“Are you sure you’re interpreting his behavior correctly?” Clare asked.
Dawn titled her head back and stared up at the ceiling for a moment. Then, she brought her head back down and aligned her eyes with Clare’s. “I’m pretty sure. The last two Thursdays…well, the last two Thursdays he made our standing appointment, but he wasn’t into it. It felt like…well, it felt like ‘Wham bam, thank you ma’am’ and he didn’t even bring me to climax. Never in all our years has he not taken care of my needs until the last two weeks. He went at it like a robot—no foreplay, no orgasm for me. No nothing! He’s better than that, much better than that!”
Clare watched Dawn plunge her hand into her purse and rummage around for a tissue. She blotted her eyes dry. “What should I do?”
“Have you confronted him and asked him if something is wrong?”
“Yeah, but he just blew me off. He actually threw his hands up and told me not to have a cow, and then he said it wasn’t about me all the time. I don’t know how he could say that. I’ve performed every sexual favor he’s ever asked for, no questions asked. I’ve always taken care of him.” Dawn folded her arms over her chest and leaned back in her chair. “You know what, the little prick doesn’t know who he’s messing with. He’ll be sorry if he keeps this shit up."
The hairs on the back of Clare's neck stood up. He'll be sorry. You'll be sorry. She'd heard those words at least three times in less than two days. Once from Sean, once from her assailant, and now from Dawn. Clare studied Dawn who fumed in her chair. No, Dawn didn't fit the image Clare had embedded in her brain in regard to her assailants. The woman wasn't tall enough and the voice she recalled from the incident was too gruff to be Dawn's.
After her session with Dawn, she entered a few notes into her computer, and then pulled the file on Gordy Rintala. A third drunk driving offense had warranted Gordy’s probation. Judging from his file, it appeared as though he was fairly harmless, and it would behoove him to lay off the juice. As part of his probation terms, he’s required to maintain full-time employment. According to his file, he was currently employed at the pallet factory, one township over to the east.
Clare stuffed the file into her large handbag locked up her office and headed toward her car.
Mandi looked up from her computer as Clare passed by her. “Going out?”
“Yes. I’m going to check on a client. I’ll be back in an hour or so. Is Jack in?” Clare asked as she looked past Mandi in the direction of Jack’s office.
“He was, but he and Dewey just left. Said they had to check something out and they’d be back shortly."
Mandi rose from her desk and leaned over the counter toward Clare. “What’s the scoop with you guys?” she asked in a stage whisper.
Clare’s cheeks warmed and her heart fluttered. “We’re only friends.”
A skeptical look flashed over Mandi’s face. “Come on. The way he’s been acting there has to be more to it.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Clare replied evasively.
“Hmm, let’s see. He’s talked more in the past two weeks than the entire time I’ve worked for him. Every time he opens his mouth, your name comes out of it. He eyes you up like his favorite dessert. This morning, he looked like he was going to kick the shit out of your ex-fiancé. His jaw was knotted so tightly I thought his teeth might break. He actually smiles now. I’m not sure he’s smiled since he and Julia broke up. Need I go on?” Mandi straightened her stance and perched her hands on her hips.
Clare stammered for a response but came up with none.
“Fine, keep your little secret, but remember this is a small town. It doesn’t take long before everyone knows everyone’s business,” Mandi reminded her as she let out a little giggle.
Clare took off and headed for the pallet plant to check on Gordy. Mandi’s comments about Jack played through her mind during the entire twenty-minute drive. She wondered if Mandi was right, if Jack really liked her as much as she inferred. Oh, how she wanted him to. Then, she thought about how badly Julia must have broken his heart. Judging from the way Mandi spoke of the incident, and the way Jack and Matt behaved toward each other, the breakup evidently devastated him. How could someone be so cruel to someone so caring and kind?
Clare pulled into the pallet plant’s visitor parking stall and entered the office, drawing the attention of the lady seated behind the counter. The woman stood, and pulled a cigarette from her mouth. Smoke swirled out of her nose and directly into Clare’s face. Yuck!
“What can I do for you?” the woman asked as she placed the cigarette in the overflowing ashtray on the front counter. Her raspy, thirty-year smoker voice did not surprise Clare.
Smoke hovered in the air. Clare’s eyes stung. She blinked rapidly in an attempt to rid herself of the awful sensation. She wasn’t certain what to do about aiding her burning nostrils.
“I’m doing a probation check on one of your employees. I need to speak with someone in Human Resources to verify his attendance record,” Clare said.
“My name is Bonnie and I can help you,” the woman behind the counter said, extending her hand.
Clare shook Bonnie’s hand over the counter. She couldn’t help but notice the well-manicured, one-inch fingernails on the woman’s long, slim fingers. She wondered how she could type with them.
“My name is Clare Ulster. Gordy Rintala is the employee I need to check on,” Clare said, flashing her Iron County identification.
Bonnie turned around and took a couple of steps toward the file cabinets in the corner of the small reception area, pulled a folder from the drawer, and flipped it open as she walked back toward Clare. “It looks as though Gordy’s been showing up to work every day. Let me check with the floor supervisor and see if he’s here today.”
Bonnie walked over to a large window that separated the office area from the plant floor and knocked on the glass. An older, large gentleman wearing jeans and a T-shirt turned his head in her direction. She waved him over.
He held a clipboard in one hand and used his other hand to remove the cigar from between his lips. Clare watched the man walk through the metal door separating the two rooms.
“Hey Sam, this here is Clare Ulster. She’s a probation officer and doing a check on Gordy. Is he here today?” Bonnie asked.
Sam shook his head. His cheeks jiggled. “Sorry. He’s a no-show today. The guys told me this morning that Gordy’s girlfriend left him this past weekend. My guess is you’ll find him at Muskrat’s Bar, drowning his sorrows.”
Clare thanked Sam and Bonnie for their time and headed back to Iron City. She arrived at City Hall just before noon to find Jack in his office. She told him about her check on Gordy and asked if he had any input or information on Gordy’s situation.
“He’s an alcoholic. Fortunately, he’s not an ugly drunk, but he drinks until he passes out. Do you want us to check and see if he’s at Muskrats, and if so bring him in, or just bring him home? It’s your call. You’re the PO.” Jack added.
Clare thumbed through his file. “Well, it looks as though he’s been showing up at work and doing a good job until today. Why don’t you make sure he gets home and let him know if he misses work again I’ll order his warrant.”
“Okay then, I’ll send Jacobs over to check on him.”
She turned around to leave Jack’s office but before she reached the door, her name rolled off his tongue. It sounded heavenly. She spun around to face him.
“Do you have plans tonight?” he asked.
Her heart skipped a beat at the thought of him asking her out but within seconds, it nearly sank to the floor. She did have other plans. Disappointment rippled through her. “I do have plans. Mandi invited me to join her book club at the library, and they meet tonight.”
“What time do they meet? I need to know, so I can have second shift keep an eye on you.”
Clare’s eyebrows pulled together. Confusion filled her, she'd thought he was asking her out. “What?”
“Until we find out who is responsible for locking you in the outhouse, I want to keep an eye on you so nothing happens again.” Jack paused. The look of guilt passing through his eyes was unmistakable. “I feel terrible I can’t do it myself. I wish I could, but I’m going to a Boy Scout meeting this evening to teach firearm safety. Collins and Hansen are working tonight, so they’ll make sure you get home safely.”
“Oh. Do you really think it’s necessary? I don’t want to be any trouble.”
Jack rose from his chair and walked over to her. He reached toward her and took her hands in his. The warmth and strength of his hands wrapped around hers provided such security. Her stomach stirred. A shiver of awareness ran down her spine, causing her fingers and toes to tingle.
“I do think it’s necessary. We don’t know who did this to you or why. I won’t rest comfortably until I get to the bottom of it.”
“The book club meets at seven and Mandi said the meetings usually last about an hour and a half or so. Then I plan on heading home.”
The sincere concern radiating from his handsome eyes nearly brought her to tears. She held his gaze and studied him. Is any man really capable of the genuineness she read in his eyes? Past experience told her it wasn’t possible. But her pitter-pattering heart made her want to believe it was possible–Jack was capable.



CHAPTER 18
C lare arrived at the library shortly before seven. Jack asked her to park out front, so Officers Hansen and Collins could easily see her vehicle when they each drove by. The back parking lot was too dark and secluded.
She entered through the front doors on Main Street and found the book club meeting room in the basement. Mandi and a few other women were already seated in a circle of chairs, their book of the month in hand. Clare sat in a rickety, old folding chair next to Mandi, who handed her a copy of the novel they had chosen to read.
At first, she listened to the group to get a feel for their back and forth banter. After a while, she participated along with them since she’d read the novel a few months ago.
The meeting wrapped up at about eight thirty. On the way home, Clare decided to stop off at the grocery store; it would only take a few minutes. By the time she checked out, the store was closing up for the night. The parking lot was pitch-black, not even a star in the sky or the moon to light her way. A shiver of fear ran up her spine. She glanced around the quiet lot—nobody in sight, not even Officers Collins or Hansen. She hurried toward her vehicle, loaded the groceries in the back seat, and drove off. Less than a block later, a car pulled onto the street behind her. Even in the darkness of night, she easily identified it as an Iron City squad car. Though it was probably just Collins or Hansen, relief blanketed her. She smiled at the thought of Jack’s protectiveness of her.
Roughly a mile from home, Clare glanced in her rearview mirror to find the squad doing a U-turn on the narrow country road. With flashing lights and siren, it headed off in the opposite direction. Hmm, must have gotten a call.
She flipped on her right turn signal as she approached the gravel road leading to her house. A set of headlights shone from that direction. The car coming toward the t-intersection traveled fast and made a left turn onto the country road in her direction without braking for the stop sign. The car was in the wrong lane—it was in her lane, coming right at her.
Her heart lodged in her throat. Yanking the wheel to the right, she launched her car into the deep ditch to avoid the oncoming vehicle instead plunging in to the culvert. The airbag exploded covering her face. She couldn’t breathe. Her nose throbbed. A burning sensation crept up her arms. She wrestled with the airbag to get it under control. Finally, she succeeded, flung the door open, and nearly fell to the ground. Luckily, her flailing hands gripped the doorframe, holding her in place until her jelly-filled knees could support her.
The cool night air stung her raw nostrils. She cupped her nose with her hand. It felt wet and sticky. Blood pooled in her palm. She pinched her aching nose and leaned back against the vehicle for support as she sucked in large gulps of air.
What in the hell happened here?
Tears flooded her eyes. Her lips quivered. She wiped her bloody hand on her pants and then swiped it across her eyes. A glance down the road let her know the car, which ran her off the pavement was long gone—not even the glow of taillights. But would they be coming back. Did they intentionally run her off the road? It seemed so. She needed help. She needed Jack.
Reaching into her crunched car, she retrieved her purse and fumbled through it for her cell phone. Her shaky fingers somehow managed to dial 911.
"911. What's the address of your emergency?"
"Um, I'm..." Clare's dry throat obstructed her speech.
"Ma'am, where are you located?"
Clare swallowed hard and cleared her throat. "I'm at County Road T and Willow Lane. I had an accident. I was run off the road."
"What is your name?"
"Clare Ulster."
"Is anyone injured?"
"Just me, a little," Clare squeaked. Her throat still desert-dry.
"What are your injuries?"
"My nose is bleeding and my arms are sore. I think from the airbag."
"So the other parties are uninjured?"
"They didn't stop. They just kept going when I went into the ditch." The pitch of Clare's voice heightened.
Why would someone intentionally run me off the road? It had to be intentional. They didn't stop to see if I was okay.
"Which way are they traveling?"
"Um, toward town."
"So they're northbound?"
"Yes."
"What kind of vehicle was it?"
"I don't know. A mid-sized sedan, dark color, maybe. It all happened so fast. Sorry."
"It's all right. Help is on the way."
The dispatcher's calm voice and assurance of help eased Clare's anxiety. "Okay."
"Clare, is it okay for me to hang up? I have another incoming call. The police will be there shortly."
"Yes, I'm fine.
While she waited, she glanced at the new text messages still downloading. For a moment, she thought her phone would never stop dinging. Sean had texted her so many times at the library that she turned her phone off. After reading the first three messages, she decided to forgo the rest of them. It was all the same shit. Sean had moved on from yelling at her about coming to her sense and going back to him, to informing her that he may not be there when she come running back. Evidently, he was too arrogant or too stupid to realize she had came to her senses, wasn't going to run back to him, and didn't give a rat's ass what he did from this point on, or care about whom he chose to spend his time with. I'm done!
Within minutes, Collins was on the scene. Two firefighters arrived in the fire truck with an ambulance trailing them. Clare took a seat in the ambulance while the emergency medical technicians looked at her nose and arms.
“I don’t think your nose is broken, but you’ll probably bruise, and the burns on your arms are friction burns from the airbag. You probably won’t even notice them tomorrow,” the older medical technician said as he offered her an icepack. “Here, put this on your nose."
Clare watched the tow truck driver loading her crunched car.
Collins climbed into the back of the ambulance to get her statement. As she talked with him, she heard more sirens in the distance, growing louder with each passing moment. When they sounded like they were next to the ambulance the noise silenced and a car door slammed. Quick, heavy footsteps pounded the pavement. Jack sprang though the back doors of the ambulance and immediately fixed his eyes on her.
“Clare, are you okay?”
She removed the icepack from her nose. “I’m fine. Everything is okay.”
Jack zoned in on Collins. “Where the hell were you? I asked you to keep an eye on her.”
Collins flinched. Clare watched as the young officer nervously stammered for a response.
“I’m sorry, Chief. I was following her home when a call came through for a domestic at the Broznowski house. You know how he can be, so I spun around to head over there because Hansen wasn’t responding. He was finishing a call on the highway for a vehicle/deer accident. As I was in route to Broznowski’s, Clare’s call came through. Hansen radioed, saying he would handle the Broznowski call and I turned back around to come here.”
Jack’s glare unstiffened a bit. “I see. You did the right thing. I’ll take it from here.”
Collins wasted no time exiting the ambulance.
Jack took her trembling hand in his. He pulled her to him, wrapped his comforting arms around her, and held her in silence for a moment.
After a moment, he released her and stepped back. “Let’s get you home.”
He guided her out of the ambulance and into his chief’s vehicle. Collins and the tow truck were already gone, and the firefighters were finishing the cleanup.
Jack drove down the curvy, gravel road toward her house and parked in her driveway. He jumped out of the vehicle and scooted over to the passenger side to open the door for her. Grasping her hand, Jack led her up the walkway toward her house. Clare went to unlock the door, but much to her surprise the door was ajar.
Jack motioned her to step behind him. He drew his weapon, pushed the door fully open, and glanced inside. She followed him as he checked every room in her house, looking for signs of the intruder. All the rooms were in order with the exception of her bedroom and the master bathroom. They were completely ransacked.
Her mattress and pillows had been knifed and the stuffing was scattered about the room. Her clothes were pulled from the closet and dresser and thrown onto the floor. In the master bathroom, the contents of the vanity drawers were strewn about the floor and the word “slut” written on the bathroom mirror in red lipstick.
She fought to control the tears burning her eyes—no success. They raced down her cheeks, and a sniffle escaped her throbbing nose. She looked at Jack. “What’s going on? Who would do this?”
He enveloped her in his arms and she buried her face into his chest, losing control completely and sobbing hysterically. He stroked the back of her head. “Shh, it’ll be okay, sweetheart. We’ll figure this out.”
She felt so secure in his arms; she never wanted to let him go. The sound of his soft, steady voice, telling her everything would be okay and calling her sweetheart, nearly drove her insane. Even with all that happened, she couldn’t fight the arousal flaming deep within her core.
Jack released his grip on her and stepped back. “It’s late. Why don’t you pack a bag and stay at my place tonight. We’ll come back tomorrow and deal with this.”
Exhaustion, anger, and fear jockeyed for position. She accepted his invitation and dug through the piles of clothes searching for a pair of pajamas and a complete change of clothes. It took some time, but she finally completed the task.
In silence, Jack drove them back to his house. Clare easily saw the worry lines take over his handsome face. She glanced at his white-knuckled fingers wrapped around the steering wheel.
Jack parked in his garage. Clare followed him into his kitchen where he removed his duty belt and set it on the counter. Then he fixed his gaze on her. “How you doing? Doing okay?”
“Yeah, I guess. I’m just tired.”
Reading through her, he turned and pulled a bottle of pain reliever from a drawer, popped two into his hand, and reached out toward her. She took the pills, and then the glass of water he handed to her. After she drained the glass, he did the same.
He leaned over and picked up her duffle bag. “Well, let’s get you situated. You can sleep in my room and I’ll sleep on the couch,” he said as he motioned to her to follow him.
“No, I’ll take the couch,” Clare offered, but he wouldn’t hear of it.
He set her bag on his dresser and left the room so she could get ready for bed. She went into the master bathroom, walked over to the double set of sinks and stared down at them, debating which one to use, opting for the one on the left thinking it was the one Jack used.
She turned on the water and leaned over to wash her face; his masculine scent filled the bowl. Greedily, she drew in slow, deep breaths to capture every last bit of the pleasant aroma. His scent swept through her, awakening every nerve ending.
She tore herself from the sink bowl and changed into her pajamas. By the time she surfaced in the living room to say “goodnight,” he’d already made up the couch for himself. He stood next to it wearing only a pair of shorts.
In one quick glance of his olive-colored, rippled abs and muscular thighs, her nipples grew hard. She crossed her arms over her breasts to hide her arousal but judging from the intensity of his stare, he’d already noticed.
“I just came out to say goodnight and thank you for all you’ve done. I really appreciate it, and I’m sorry to be such a bother.”
He stepped toward her and took her hands in his. His warmth seeped into her skin. He gazed into her eyes and held them for a moment before he dipped his head and pressed his lips to her cheek. An electrical current snapped through her like a whip, nearly knocking her over.
“Goodnight. Sleep tight,” he said as he released her.
She turned and headed toward his bedroom, heat still penetrating her cheek from where his lips made contact. After climbing into bed, she pulled the blankets up around her neck. Jack’s aftershave lined the fabric, distracting her from sleep. A daydream invaded her consciousness.
It was winter and she was in Jack’s house. A cool draft swept through the house, so he touched off the fireplace. She sat on the couch, facing the crackling flames and watched him stoke the fire. In her dream, her body warmed, but it was unknown to her whether the warmth was a result of the heat emitted from the fireplace, or the internal flame scorching her insides from being near Jack.
Once the fire roared, he took a seat next to her, draped his arm over her shoulders, and edged her closer to him. His firm, muscular leg pressed tightly to the side of hers. They stared at the blaze.
She took a sip of her wine. Over the rim of her glass, she caught a glimpse of his hungry, aroused gaze, and lost herself for a moment in those dark chocolate, seductive eyes. He reached over, took the wine glass from her, and set it on the end table.
Turning toward him, she placed her arms around his neck. He pulled her to him, dipped his head, and brushed his lips over hers. It took only a moment for her to part her lips, allowing his tongue to pass through, softly caressing hers.
His strong, calloused hands wandered fluidly over her body. They found their way up her shirt and onto her bare skin. Her breath caught. She was losing control under his sensitive touch.
His kiss deepened, and his mouth took complete control of hers. The intensity of the kiss they shared was overwhelming. It nearly sucked the life right out of her, leaving her head spinning.
Somehow, without realizing exactly how it happened, she found herself naked and in Jack’s arms as he carried her toward his bedroom. He put her on the bed, and she watched him as he pulled his shirt over his head. Reaching up, she pressed her hands to his abs. His skin was hot and soft, his muscles firm.
She skimmed her fingertips over his chest, down over his stomach, and to the button on his jeans. Swiftly, she undid the button and pulled his jeans down to the floor. Then, she slid her hands up his muscular thighs and over his boxer shorts. Gripping the elastic band of his boxers, she slowly pulled them down, displaying his magnificent erection.
She slid over on the bed, so he could climb in beside her. A loud moan escaped her lips. Her eyes popped open. She lay alone in Jack’s bed, wet with arousal. It took her a minute to realize it was only a dream, but her tingling core begged to differ.
As Clare lowered the covers to cool herself, the bedroom door flung open and Jack sprang through. He looked rattled. “Are you okay?”
She lifted her head from her pillow. “Yes, why do you ask?”
Jack tilted his head to the side and flashed a puzzled look in her direction. “Well, I heard a…I guess it was a moan.”
Her body grew even hotter, flush with embarrassment. She searched for words to get out of the situation. “Are you sure you weren’t dreaming? Everything’s okay in here.”
He shifted his gaze to his feet. “I don’t know, maybe. Sorry, I woke you.”
Clare watched him retreat and shut the door before she plopped her head back down on her pillow. The shirtless sight of him in the doorway would surely play havoc on her dreams again. She couldn't wait to fall asleep. Though only dreams, I'll take them. For now.
The shower running woke her around six o’clock. She lay in bed stretching, and thought about how she wouldn’t mind being in the shower with Jack. He suddenly appeared in front of her, wearing only a towel wrapped snuggly around his waist. She ran her gaze over his thick, bare chest, glancing downward as she followed the narrowing path of his dark, curly chest hairs until they disappeared beneath the towel. What she’d give for that towel to fall from his waist.
“Good morning. Did you sleep well?” he asked as he flashed his handsome smile.
“Yes, for the most part.”
“I just need to grab a uniform from my closet, and then I’ll be out of your way. I put out a couple of fresh towels and a washcloth for you. They’re on the counter in the bathroom.” He nodded in the direction of the bathroom, causing a few droplets of water to fall from the ends of his damp, dark wavy hair.
Clare watched him disappear into the walk-in closet. He appeared a moment later with a fresh, crisply pressed uniform in his hand and exited the bedroom, shutting the door behind him.
Clare lifted herself from the bed and moseyed into the bathroom. She swiped her unruly, thick, wavy hair from in front of her eyes then took a double take at her reflection. A gasp of breath escaping her body at the horrid sight of her two black eyes and purple nose. It was almost as if the oxygen was siphoned from her lungs and the suction hose would not let loose. All she could think about was how awful she looked, and Jack just saw her this way. She squeezed her eyes shut, hoping the nightmare would end. When she opened them again, the hideous face in the mirror still stared back at her.
She showered and dressed, and decided it didn’t pay to apply any makeup because no amount would cover up the damage done from the airbag.
Clare found Jack sitting at the breakfast nook in the kitchen fully dressed in his uniform. He read the newspaper and sipped his coffee. She'd never tire of the sight of him in his uniform. He looked up from the paper and glanced in her direction. She quickly turned her head away from him.
“You okay?”
“I’m fine, thanks.”
“If you’re hungry, there’s a bowl of fruit on the top shelf in the fridge. Or I can make you some toast and eggs.”
“Fruit’s good, thank you.” Clare opened the fridge to find a bowl filled with sliced peaches, pears, and sprinkled with raspberries.
After she poured herself a cup of coffee, she stood at the counter facing away from Jack as she ate. She felt his gaze on her but didn’t say a word. She couldn’t stand for him to see how hideous she looked.
The legs of his stool screeched against the floor, and in two quick steps, the heat of his body warmed hers. His hot breath brushed across her ear. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
A tear floated down her cheek and she sniffled. “No,” was all she could manage.
He wrapped his arms around her and tried to turn her to face his direction, but she refused to budge.
“What’s wrong, sweetheart.”
Clare melted in his arms. She willed him to call her sweetheart again, loving how it rolled off his tongue. She sniffled again and took a deep breath. “I look hideous,” she said, lowering her chin to her chest.
He spun her around, placed his forefinger under her chin, and lifted her head until her gaze met his. “I think you look beautiful.”
Feeling self-conscious, Clare closed her eyes. “You’re only saying that to be nice. Don’t think I don’t appreciate it, but I know it’s not so.”
“Clare open your eyes.”
She didn't.
"Please, open them."
She raised her lids to find his stare even more intense than it was before.
“I’m not saying this to make you feel better. You are absolutely beautiful. I have thought so as far back as I can remember, and it amazes me how much more beautiful you become every day. You take my breath away.”
His masculine voice was smooth and sexy. She was sure her heart stopped beating. In her entire life, she’d never heard anything so sweet.
Jack placed his large warm hands around her neck and used his thumbs to tip her chin upward. He dipped his head and lightly pressed his lips to hers. His kiss was soft and sweet; her legs filled with jelly. She reached up and gripped his thick shoulders to keep from collapsing. He responded by pressing his body against hers, trapping her against the kitchen counter.
His kiss deepened. The sweet taste of peaches rolled off his tongue and onto hers. She liked peaches, but she didn’t ever remember them ever tasting so good. His hands slid slowly from her neck, over her shoulders, and down her sides. His mouth grew more possessive. She welcomed his every move. Loosening her grip on his shoulders, she slid her hands down over his chest. Feeling the ripples of his abs enhanced the arousal already stirring deep within her. Her head spun out of control.
The two-way radio hooked on Jack’s duty belt went off. He broke away from her, leaving her weak-kneed and leaning against the counter for support. He spoke through his radio to dispatch. Though she heard their voices, her cloudy mind couldn’t process their words. She needed a minute to collect herself from his mind-boggling kiss.
Jack reached over and grabbed his keys from the countertop before glancing back at her. “We need to go.”
Clare grabbed her purse off the counter and matched his quick pace to his vehicle. He started the engine, flipped on the red lights and siren, and they were off, speeding through the snaking, country roads with ease and skill. When he reached town, he drove directly to Matt’s house to find Matt’s personal vehicle engulfed in flames. A couple of firefighters battled the blaze.
Jack parked his SUV on the street, sprang out, and hustled over toward Matt. Clare kept pace. “What the hell happened here?”
Matt looked up at Jack. “I don’t know. I was in the shower when I heard an explosion. I looked out my kitchen window to find my truck in flames.”
“Did you see anyone around?” Jack asked in full chief mode.
“No, I didn’t, but let me show you something,” Matt said, motioning to Jack to follow him.
They followed Matt into his house. Lying on the kitchen table was a stuffed Dalmatian wearing a fireman’s helmet. The stuffed dog had a noose tied around its neck and a note dangled from the rope.
Matt pointed at the dog. “This was hanging in front of my door. I found it when I got home last night.”
“What time did you get home?”
“About midnight.”
Jack glanced at the note. It simply read, “Be careful who you mess with or else.”
Jack radioed Dewey and asked him report to the scene.
“Clare, I’ll have Dewey take you to work, and when I finish here I’ll meet you at City Hall.



CHAPTER 19
A bout eight o'clock Dewey dropped Clare off at City Hall.
Mandi took a double take at her. “Holy crap. Are you okay? I heard you had an accident.”
“I’m fine but my car isn’t. I’ll be in my office,” Clare said as she walked by Mandi’s desk and hustled into her office. She didn’t want anyone to see her looking the way she did.
Kaye Hiltonen arrived promptly at nine for her weekly appointment. As usual, she moseyed into Clare’s office with ease and confidence Clare wished she had a sliver of this woman's self-confidence. She was working on it and it was improving.
Kaye glanced around the office with her piercing, blue eyes before she fixed her gaze on Clare.
“Is your nose broke?”
“No, it’s only bruised.” Not wanting to talk about her accident, Clare steered the conversation in another direction. “How was your week?”
“Oh, the usual, chased the kids around. Got cheated on again,” Kaye said nonchalantly as she shrugged her thick shoulders.
“How do you feel about that?”
“It really pisses me off. I’ve given him everything he’s ever asked for, and this is how he repays me. Not once have I ever complained about some of the sexual favors he’s asked for.” She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her excessively large boobs, displayed proudly in a tight fitted spandex top.
“Have you talked to him about your suspicions?”
“I tried last night, but he blew me off. He said our limited time together shouldn’t be wasted on talking. He wanted to get to it, and again like the past two times, he didn’t give a shit if I was satisfied when he was done. Once his needs were taken care of, he hopped out of bed, got dressed, and that was it. He was done for the night. What the hell? What about me?"
Kaye continued her rant. “Sawed off, little piece of shit. You know, he is good, but everyone can be replaced. Maybe he should think about that. And if I ever find out who the little whore is coming between us, she’ll be sorry. She obviously doesn’t know who she’s messing with.”
What is it with these people and this phrase? It's like they're wired the same.
Kaye was pissed, not upset like Dawn was over her whole ordeal. It sounded as though getting even with whomever came between her and her man certainly climbed a few rungs on the priority ladder. After an hour, Clare wrapped up her session with Kaye, and they confirmed their appointment for next week.
Clare pulled out Lisa Overton’s probation file. She flipped it open and viewed the picture of Lisa, attached to the inside front cover. The woman looked absolutely stunning in the photo with her long, straight, blonde hair flowing over her shoulders. Her fair skin looked flawless. Her bright, blue eyes sparkled and she had the type of body a woman would kill for. According to her file, she just turned twenty-two years old, stood five foot, ten inches, and weighed one hundred thirty pounds. She was busted for stealing from her employer, Red Ryders Men’s Club, a strip club. As part of her probation terms, she must maintain full-time employment. She was now employed at the IGA in the bakery department. Clare chuckled as she thought to herself that Lisa was now baking cakes rather than jumping out of them.
“What’s so funny?” a deep, sexy voice sounded from the doorway of her office.
She looked up and squinted through her swollen eyes to find Jack leaning against the doorjamb, looking gorgeous as ever in his uniform.
Clare smiled generously. “Nothing really. I need to check on a client. Do you think I can get a lift to the IGA then to the garage, so I can check on the status of my car?”
“Sure.” Jack motioned to her to follow him.
They climbed into Jack’s police vehicle and headed toward the IGA. Clare scrunched up her nose and glanced over at him.
“What?” he asked.
“You smell kind of like burnt rubber.”
“Yeah, I suppose it’s from Matt’s poor truck.”
“What caused the explosion?”
“It looks as though it was intentional. Someone planted a car bomb and detonated it remotely.” Though Jack spoke of the incident in a cool and calm manner, she saw the blanket of worry that fell over him as he spoke.
Clare placed her hand over her heart. “Oh my gosh, poor Matt. Any idea who did it?”
“We’re working on that part,” Jack said as he pulled up to the front door of the IGA. “I have a couple of stops to make, so just call my cell when you need to be picked up.”
Clare slid out of the vehicle and slung her purse over her shoulder. She looked back at Jack and smiled. “Okay, thanks.”
She made her way to the small office located in the back of the store where she introduced herself to Ken, the store manager, took a seat in his tiny, cluttered office, and inquired about Lisa’s attendance record. The man looked to be in his early forties, tall, but a bit spongy in the middle. His salt and pepper hair was trimmed short, likely an attempt to camouflage the thinning. He spoke highly of Lisa and displayed a friendly and cheerful demeanor.
Ken informed her Lisa was both punctual and reliable. He added comments in regards to her friendliness with the customers and her ability to get along well with her co-workers. During the conversation, Ken’s fondness for Lisa became obvious. Whether or not Lisa knew of Ken’s affection was another story.
Clare rose from her chair, thanked Ken for his time, and exited his office. She headed over to the bakery to introduce herself to Lisa and see how everything was going for her.
The pleasant aroma of freshly baked bread paved the way to the bakery. She spotted Lisa behind the counter. Even without the help of a photo, she would have found her right away. Of the four women working in the bakery, Lisa appeared to be the only one under the age of 50 and the only slim one in the bunch. I suppose it’s hard not to eat all day when you’re working in area that smells so wonderful.
Clare stepped up to the bakery counter. Lisa noticed her at once and approached from the other side.
“Can I help you?” she asked in a welcoming tone.
The woman studied Clare’s facial bruises. Clare ignored her stare and continued with business. “Hi, I’m Clare Ulster, your new probation officer. We spoke on the phone last week.”
“Yes, I remember.”
“I’m here doing a routine employment check. Your boss tells me you’ve been showing up to work every day and on time. Is everything going okay for you, Lisa?”
“Yeah, I guess. It’s a job.”
“Glad to hear it. I’ll be in touch. Have a good day,” Clare said as she turned and headed toward the front of the store. As she exited the IGA, she dialed Jack’s number on her cell.
“Chief Ricco.”
“Hi Jack, its Clare. I’m done at the IGA.”
“Okay, I’m on my way.”
Clare took a seat on one of the benches immediately outside the front doors of the store. A couple of older gentlemen sat on another bench beside her. She watched and listened to them as they bantered back and forth and sipped their coffee.
“Say, you must be the girl who moved in next to the Ricco’s,” one of the gentlemen inquired.
Clare smiled. “Yes, that’s me.”
“Heard you had a little fender bender last night, and I see it’s true what they say. Those there airbags can do some damage, huh?” the other man added.
“By the way, I’m John and this here’s my buddy Frank,” John said, pointing toward Frank.
“It’s nice to meet you both, I’m Clare Ulster.”
“They said you’re a looker and they were right, even with the shiners,” John added as he flashed a wink in her direction.
Clare’s smile grew wider. “John, are you flirting with me?”
“Yes I am, honey. How’s it working for me?”
“I don’t even know why you’re trying. An ugly old bastard like you could never get a girl like Clare,” Frank interjected.
John snapped his head in Frank’s direction, and then looked back toward Clare. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”
They all shared a round of laughter as Jack pulled up to the curb.
“Looks like my ride is here,” Clare said as she rose from the bench and stepped toward the passenger door of Jack’s police issue SUV. Before she climbed in, she glanced back over her shoulder. “It was nice visiting with you both.”
She slid into the vehicle, but before she had a chance to shut the door, she heard Frank comment to John, “Hmm, I thought she was dating the fire chief.”
The door closed, and she hoped Jack didn’t hear Frank’s comment. She looked at him and decided to ignore his clenched jaw.
“Do you have time to take me to the garage? I want to check on the status of my car.”
Jack unknotted his jaw and flashed her a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, but I have some bad news about your vehicle. I was just at the garage and the insurance representative was already there. It looks as though it’s totaled.”
She blew out a sigh and stared forward while Jack drove her to the repair shop to retrieve her personal items from the car. They arrived at the garage and Jack parked next to her crunched Trailblazer. Clare slid out of Jack’s vehicle and just stared at her car without saying a word. It’s not as if she were in love with her vehicle; she liked it, but the hassle of shopping for a replacement bummed her. It bothered her even more to know someone intentionally ran her off the road.
As if Jack read her thoughts, he slung his arm around her shoulders. “Sweetheart, if it’s the last thing I ever do, I’ll figure out who did this to you.”
He leaned over and pressed his lips to the top of her head, and then he edged her forward to her car.
Within minutes, she had her SUV cleaned out and she and Jack were on their way back to City Hall.
Jack cleared his throat. “Clare, I need to you to tell me about Sean.”
Silence followed for a few beats. Clare assumed he asked for personal reasons. “We’re through.”
“I gathered that, but what I meant was do you think he’s behind this—locking you in the outhouse, ransacking your house, running you off the road, blowing up Matt’s truck? Do you think he’s capable of hurting you?” Jack asked while he parked behind City Hall.
Clare sat silent, staring out the front window. Her eyes swelled with tears as she thought about how poorly Sean treated her toward the end of their relationship. Life changed him. The money and power went to his head. She blinked rapidly in an attempt to absorb the tears forming in her eyes, but there were too many. They began to fall, burning paths down her cheeks.
Jack flipped up the center armrest, reached over, and pulled her onto his lap. Wrapping his arms around her, he rocked her back and forth. She buried her head in the crook of his neck, and he pressed his cheek to the top of her head. “It’ll be okay, sweetheart. I’ll figure this out.”
She lifted her head and turned her tear-filled gaze on him. She held his warm, brown eyes with hers, not wanting to let them go, ever. They offered the warmth, security, and love she longed for. He reached up and rested his hand on the side of her face. His thumb brushed lightly across her cheek wiping away the lingering tears.
Clare expelled a breath. Her shoulders sank. “I don’t know if Sean is capable of this. He’s not the same man that I first met three years ago.”
She paused and swallowed the golf ball-sized lump in her throat then turned her head away from Jack and shifted her eyes to the floor. “Toward the end of our relationship, he wasn’t so nice. I caught him cheating on me, so I decided to leave him and he wasn’t happy about it. As I was packing, we argued and he shoved me. I fell and hit my head on the bookcase and ended up with a concussion.”
Jack placed his hand on her cheek. His touch was soft and tender. She allowed him to move her head back in his direction. Again, she found herself staring into the most gentle and caring brown eyes. His stare was so intense, she was sure he could see right into her soul.
“Clare, sweetheart, I’m so sorry that happened to you. I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”
It embarrassed her that Jack knew how poorly she let Sean treat her, and that she didn't stand up for herself. She desperately needed to get out of the moment. “I suppose, I better let you get to your work,” Clare said, quickly sliding off of his lap.
“I have a couple of things I need to take care of this afternoon, but maybe I can cut out early and we can head back to your place. I’ll take another look around for any signs as to who may have ransacked it. What does your schedule look like this afternoon?”
Clare chuckled. “Well, I’m wide open. I don’t have much of a client base yet, only the ‘Freaky Foursome’ as Mandi calls them.”



CHAPTER 20
C lare followed Jack through the back door of City Hall, and then peeled off to her office while he continued up the hall toward his. She took a seat behind her desk, pulled out her laptop, and started typing notes about her visit with Lisa.
A knock sounded from the doorway. She glanced up to find a tall, heavyset woman with light brown hair staring down at her with her big, hazel eyes. She appeared to be waiting for Clare to break the silence.
“Can I help you?” Clare asked.
The woman stepped toward her. “Yes, I’m Trudy Lehti. I’m hoping to schedule a counseling session. You came highly recommended from Chief Ganea.”
Clare cocked her head to the side. “Matt recommended me?”
“Yes, he said you were top-notch.”
Clare felt Trudy studying her bruised eyes and nose. “I had an accident.”
“Yes, I heard about it at over at the IGA this morning. Were you wearing your seatbelt? I’ve heard airbags cause injuries such as yours when seatbelts aren’t worn.”
Clare blew out a mental sigh, resigned to the fact that the whole town knew every detail of her life. She thought that maybe she should send Jack over to the IGA. The checkout clerks might know who locked her in the outhouse, ran her off the road, and ransacked her house.
“Well, Trudy, I guess I’m a rare exception to the norm because I was wearing my seatbelt. At any rate, when would you like to meet?”
“Are you available right now?”
“Sure,” Clare replied as she rose to her feet and motioned to Trudy to take a seat in the client chair.
Trudy sashayed across the room and sat. She scanned the room. “I thought shrinks had couches for their patients.”
Clare, with notepad and pen in hand, took a seat in the chair on the opposite side of the coffee table from Trudy. “I’ve been thinking about getting a couch, but I haven’t had a chance to yet.”
“Hmm, you should get one of those Berkline’s. I hear they’re really comfortable and reasonably priced.”
Clare nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind. So Trudy, what brings you here today?”
“My husband is driving me absolutely bonkers since he retired. We’ve been married over thirty years, and I swear if he doesn’t change his ways. I’m going to divorce his sorry ass.”
Trudy fell silent after her initial statements.
“What exactly is he doing that you’re not pleased about?”
“Well, mostly he’s home, following me around, and telling me how to do this or that. I spent so many years by myself, I kind of grew accustom to my alone time, and like he knows how to cook or clean anyhow.”
Clare raised an eyebrow. “Alone, what do you mean alone? I thought you said you’ve been married for over thirty years.”
“Well, my husband is a retired firefighter. He retired a few months ago after twenty-five years of service. So for twenty-five years, he worked a schedule of twenty-four hours on, twenty-four hours off for six days, and then three complete days off. He spent most of those days up at camp. And with that kind of work schedule, he was gone a lot at night when the kids and I were home. I grew accustomed to having to do everything myself, raise the kids, and work around the house. I was always able to do things my way because he was never around. Now that he’s retired and home all the time, he always seems to be in my way or wanting me to change my schedule to suit his needs. Well, I like the way I have my life situated, especially since the kids moved out. I’m finally to the point where I can do what I want, when I want, and with whom I choose.”
Clare nodded. It made sense. “Have you talked to him about this?”
Trudy shook her head. “I’ve tried, but he’s a Finlander you know. They don’t talk and they don’t listen.”
“Maybe you can get him interested in some hobbies or something to get him out of the house for a while, so you can have your alone time.”
“I’ve been trying to get him to go to the Sportsman’s Club where he can talk about fishing and hunting all day, but he hasn’t made that move yet.”
Trudy droned on and on about her know-it-all husband for the remainder of her session. She paid in cash, scheduling another session for the following Tuesday at eleven o’clock. She told Clare she needed to pay cash, so her husband wouldn’t find out she was seeing a shrink on account of him.
Clare wondered how Trudy would possibly be able to keep a secret in this small town.
Clare busied herself in her office until Jack poked his face through the doorway.
“Can you leave now?” he asked.
“Sure. I just need to pack up.”
Clare folded up her laptop and shoved it into her carrying case.
She followed Jack through the back door of City Hall and to his police issue SUV, admiring the view along the way as she raked her eyes over his backside. Her gaze started at his broad shoulders, drifted down to his slim waist, over his magnificent, firm-looking butt, and his muscular legs. The guy was built to perfection.
He opened the passenger side door and she climbed in.
Several minutes later, he drove to the scene where she had been run off the road. She stared out the passenger window and zoned in on the skid marks leading up to the tire tracks in the long grass in the ditch. Her gaze landed on the culvert where her vehicle abruptly came to rest. A hint of unease snaked up her spine at the thought of someone intentionally running her off the road.
As if Jack read her mind, he reached over and placed his calm hand over hers. “Don’t worry. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”
Clare looked down at her tingling hand and it began to perspire. Jack made the turn onto the gravel road leading to her house. When they reached the fork in the road, they found Tony and Martha out for an afternoon stroll. Jack stopped the car and slid out to talk with his dad.
Clare exited the vehicle as well, eagerly greeted by Martha. Her tail wagged rapidly while she pranced back and forth, vying for Clare’s undivided attention. She kneeled in front of Martha and stroked her behind her large, jet-black ears, peppered with gray.
Jack finished his conversation with his dad, and he and Clare climbed back into the car and went to her house.
Unrelenting apprehension overtook her as she reached forward to unlock her front door. Her attempt to tamp it down was unsuccessful. Jack took the key from her shaky hand, opened the door, and then placed his hand at the small of her back, guiding her through the doorway.
Though she wanted nothing more than to get everything cleaned up and put this whole, ugly incident behind her, she found it difficult to move in that direction.
Standing in her bedroom doorway, Clare assessed the ransacked room. She knew Jack stood right behind her. His warm breath brushed past the back of her neck, turning her on beyond belief. Focus. She stepped out of his line of fire.
Jack stepped through the doorway and looked around the room before he entered the master bathroom. She watched him as his eyes scanned the small room. He pulled a couple of tissues from the Kleenex box and used them to remove the word “slut” scripted in bright red lipstick on the mirror.
As he tidied up the bathroom, Clare straightened up her bedroom, re-folding her clothes and putting them back into her dresser or into her closet. She swept up the stuffing from her pillows and mattress and loaded it into a trash bag, and then shook her head at the torn curtain, hanging from the rod. They had left nothing untouched.
The rumbling of her stomach caused her to glance at the clock, five o’clock. She shifted her gaze around the room. Everything which could be, was now back in order.
Her stomach growled again. Jack looked at her and flashed a smile in her direction. Her heart fluttered. She wanted to keep him around longer. “Would you like to stay for dinner?"
Her invitation drew a wider smile from him. “I’d love to, but I can’t. I have a ballgame at six and I can’t eat before a game. In fact, I should probably get going. I need to get home, change, and grab my gear, so I can get to the field by five thirty. We like to warm up for a while before the game.”
Clare sighed, unable to hide her disappointment.
“Would you like to come with me? We could catch a bite at the concession stand after I’m done playing and watch the next game.”
It took her all of a negative two seconds to accept his invitation. “I’d love to go. Just give me a minute to change.” Good God, could I have sounded more eager?
Jack’s eyes sparkled. “Okay, I’ll wait downstairs.”
Clare threw on a pair of long jean shorts, a red t-shirt, and a pair of clunky, casual sandals. Perfect attire for a ballgame.
She found Jack in the living room, studying the photos displayed on the old wooden bookshelf. He reached forward and picked up the recent photo of Clare and her parents.
“That was taken last Christmas,” she said, walking up next to him.
“How are your parents? It’s been forever since I’ve seen them. My parents used to love when they came and visited.”
“Yeah, some good times were had up here. They’re doing well, enjoying retirement life in sunny Florida. They think I’m nuts for moving up here the way I did,” she added as she chuckled and gave a slight shrug of her shoulders.
Jack set the photo back in its spot. “We better get a move on. I can’t be late for the big game.”
Jack drove them to his house and pulled into his immaculately clean garage. Every tool and piece of equipment looked to have its perfect place. Even the cement floor shined. She followed him into his house.
“Make yourself comfortable, I’ll only be a minute. I just need to change and grab my gear.”
Jack disappeared into his bedroom, and Clare waited for him in the living room. She stood by the sliding glass doors and stared out over Bear Lake. Between the evening sun and the light-blowing breeze, the woodsy reflections created a waltz-like dance on the rippling water.
Clare pulled her ringing cell phone from her pocket. "Hi Dad."
"Hi, Honey. How are you doing?"
"Good, but my car isn't."
"What?"
"I had an accident."
"But you're okay?"
"Yes." Clare's eyes watered and she worked for a tone of voice that wouldn't make her dad worry. "I got run off the road and drove into a culvert."
"Run off the road. On purpose?" Concern and excitement laced his tone. She needed to remain calm for all their sakes.
"Yeah, it appears so..."
"Who would do that?" Her dad asked, cutting her off.
"I don't know. Jack's looking into it."
"Well, I…"
Not wanting her parents to worry, she interrupted him. "It's fine. Everything is fine. The police are working on it. When I know more I'll let you and mom know, but for now I have to go. Jack and I are going to a softball game. Don't worry."
"But…"
"I'm fine. Do not worry."
She heard her dad sigh. "Okay, call me if you need anything."
"I will. Bye." Clare quickly disconnected the call. The last thing she wanted was to cause her parents to worry more than they already did for her. They were retired. They were supposed to be living a carefree life in their golden years. Part of the reason she hadn't told them much about her troubles with Sean. That and embarrassment of how she'd let him treat her so poorly.
A few minutes later, Jack surfaced in the living room, wearing a black and red Iron City Pizza Bowl baseball hat and jersey, and long, red athletic shorts with thick black stripes down the sides. What he did for those athletic shorts was amazing, and what she would give for the same sexy, sun-kissed, skin tone. She glanced up from his muscular legs and didn’t stop until she reached his handsome, dark brown eyes. His eyes smiled. She was busted, but she still couldn’t help herself. The sight of his dark, wavy hair curling up over the bottom of his baseball cap sent her heart into overdrive.
They loaded into Jack’s shiny, black Chevy pickup and headed back into town to the ball field. As he drove, Clare sat in the passenger seat, thinking about the last time she was at the Iron City softball field. If memory served her, she was seventeen or eighteen years old, and it had to be for the Fourth of July pickup game.
It was a Fourth of July tradition that anyone—young or old, good or bad—who wanted to play in the softball game, lined up against the fence, and teams were simply chosen by the honorary team captains. The firefighters who didn’t play, umpired the game and the fire chief always acted as the official scorekeeper.
Clare couldn’t remember who the fire chief was back then, but she remembered he seemed old as dirt. No matter how hot it was outside, he always dressed in his polyester blue uniform pants, long sleeve, white uniform shirt, clip-on navy tie, black boots, and hat. By the time the game reached the second inning, the chief’s tie was clipped to his shirt pocket, a cigar pinched between his lips, and he kept score with one hand, holding a beer in the other. Only in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, did a fire chief drink and smoke on duty in front of all the kids while keeping the score of a softball game.
Jack parked his truck along the right field fence line. “Well, here we are. You’re in for some fine entertainment tonight,” he said as he looked at her and flashed a quick, little heart-fluttering wink.
Clare slid out of the truck and followed him along the fence line toward the bleachers next to the dugout. He threw a blanket over the plank of the rickety, old bleacher, and she hopped up onto it and took a seat.
Jack set his ball bag on the row in front of her, retrieved his glove, spikes, and bat from it, and then changed into his spikes. She watched as he leaned his bat up against the fence with the others and took the field for warm-up. Within minutes, more players and spectators milled about the park. Mandi and some of her friends arrived and took seats next to Clare.
Once the players were warmed up, Iron City Pizza took the field. Jack trotted out to left field. His lean, muscular legs carried him quickly and with graceful ease, his leg muscles flexing with each step he took. An overwhelming need to press her fingertips to his taut muscles consumed her. Perhaps, she would get the opportunity later.
The first batter for Muskrat’s Bar looked like an odd choice for a leadoff batter. Unlike your typical athletic speedster, this leadoff batter looked short and stumpy. By the way he held his bat, he looked as though he should be a Girl Scout troop leader rather than a ballplayer. Much to Clare’s surprise, the leadoff batter actually connected with the second pitch, but unfortunately for him it resulted in an out.
The second batter resembled the first; only he grounded out to Dewey on second base.
The third batter looked like a ballplayer, walked like a ballplayer, and swung the bat like an experienced ballplayer. He hit a line drive over second base, going untouched by the infield. The centerfielder fielded the ball cleanly and threw it back in, but not before the runner was clearly safe at second.
The clean-up batter stood calm and cool as a cucumber in the batter’s box, waiting for the perfect pitch that never came. He drew a walk, forcing occupancy now on both first and second base.
The next batter hit a superb line drive, which sailed rapidly over the Shortstop’s head. Clare watched as Jack’s long, lean legs carried him in quickly from deep left field. With the ball still heading with blazing speed in Jack’s direction, he leaned forward, lowering his glove-hand toward the ground, scooping up the ball with ease before he did a quick transfer of the softball to his throwing hand. He wrapped the tips of his fingers over the seam of the ball, like any experienced ballplayer would, drew his arm back, and then forward, releasing the ball in the direction of home plate.
Clare sucked in a breath and threw her hand over her mouth in anticipation. The race was on. Both the runner and softball narrowed in on home plate. The catcher shifted his gloved-hand out to the side just in time for the softball to enter the pocket, causing the catcher’s arm to swing back and catch the runner on the shoulder as he passed by.
“Out!” The umpire yelled.
The crowd roared. Even through all the cheering, Clare heard the voice of an older gentleman behind her, “When will they ever learn not to run on Ricco’s arm?”
The comment drew a proud smile from her. She watched Jack run in from left field. Her eyes were glued to the satisfied grin spanning his face.
He threw his glove on the player’s bench and strode over to her.
“Nicely done. He didn’t stand a chance.”
Jack’s grin grew wider at the sound of her compliment. “Thanks.”
“Where do you bat in the lineup?”
“Clean-up.”
“I should have known.”
Jack cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean by that?”
“Just that you seem like a pretty good ballplayer. In fact, you seem to be pretty good at everything you do. I meant it as a compliment.”
Clare and Jack watched as the leadoff batter grounded up the middle and took residence on first base. Dewey batted next and flew out to center. The next batter struck out, leaving the leadoff batter still on first base.
Clare watched Jack walked with confidence and ease toward the batter’s box. He stepped inside the box and took the ready position. Hmm, lefty.
The first pitch came and he let it go by.
“Strike,” the umpire yelled. It caught the back corner of the plate.
Jack stepped out of the chalked lines, twisted his hands around the handle of the bat, and then resumed the ready position in the batter’s box. He eyed the pitcher and awaited his next pitch. The pitch came, and he swung hard, connecting the bat with the ball. The ball rocketed with high speed clearing first base by only inches, causing the leadoff batter to quickly jump out of the way and start running toward second base.
Obviously, in anticipation of a long ball from Jack, the right fielder chose to play deep, and now needed to haul ass toward the infield to retrieve the ball. By the time the right fielder scooped up the ball, Jack’s blazing speed had him nearly pushing their leadoff batter around third base. He held at third, and the leadoff batter went on to score.
The crowd cheered and Clare heard the older gentleman behind her chuckle and comment again. “I bet all his teammates hate being on first base when he’s up to bat. For the love of Christ, they better pay attention when he hits those blazing speed grounders over the bag, or it could knock them silly.”
“Not only that, I bet his teammates dread having to run in front of him. Sometimes he runs so fast, he nearly passes the other base runners,” another man commented.
“Yeah, he runs like a deer.”
The run scored by Iron City Pizza’s leadoff batter was the only run scored in the entire game, which took a little over an hour to complete.
When the game was finished, Jack gathered up his gear and strode over to Clare. “Want a get burger or something?”
“Sure.”
He extended his hand to her and, without hesitation, she placed her hand in his, accepting his help down from the bleacher. Though her feet were safely and solidly on the ground, he kept hold of her hand. Side by side, they walked over to the concession stand.
Clare ordered a burger and a beer, and Jack ordered a brat, burger, and beer. They took their food back to their spot on the bleachers and ate while they watched the second game.
As the end of the second game neared, the temperature began to drop. Clare rubbed the goose bumps on her arms, drawing Jack’s attention. He reached into his ball bag and retrieved a red sweatshirt embroidered with the Iron City Pizza logo across the front. He handed it to her. “Do you want to slip this on?”
“Yes, I forgot how quickly it cools down here at night. Thanks.”
She slipped the sweatshirt over her head. The soft material instantly warmed her skin. She stared forward, and though her eyes were fixed on the game, she couldn’t have produced a single stat in regards to the game. Her mind was preoccupied with thoughts of Jack, and the comfort she felt by simply wearing his sweatshirt. So much for taking a break from men, part of the reason she uprooted and moved to the Upper Peninsula.
Clare inhaled deeply. Jack’s intoxicating scent lingered in the material of his sweatshirt, pleasantly teasing her nostrils. She inhaled again.
Jack scooted himself closer to her until his firm, muscled body pressed against her, and then he slung his arm around her and gently rubbed the upper part of her arm as if trying to warm her up. It worked. His close proximity not only warmed her exterior, but her core as well. She doubted she even needed the sweatshirt at this point.
Between the end of the second game and start of the third, Jack headed over to the concession stand to get another round of beer. No sooner was he out of sight, Matt appeared.
“Hi Clare. Enjoying the games?” Matt asked as he took a seat on the row in front of her. He sat sideways in order to face her while they chatted.
“Hi, Matt, yes I am. Jack’s team won their game. It was a good game. He played really well,” Clare added, hoping he would get the hint she was here with Jack.
Matt continued to ramble on, but Clare wasn’t really paying any attention. She felt a compelling need to just get rid of him before Jack returned. Her wish was nearly granted when a few moments later, a rather upset man appeared out of nowhere and took issue with Matt.
Clare watched as the scruffy, muscular man interacted with Matt. The veins on the man’s forehead bulged beneath his skin. His jaw was knotted so tight, she was surprised he was even able to open his mouth, let alone speak to Matt.
The man’s angry brown eyes glued to the fire chief. “What in hell are you doing here? Don’t you have some place to be?”
Clare slid over on the bleacher, closer to Mandi, in fear the man was actually going to grab hold of Matt.
Matt slid himself further away from the angry man as well. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m just here watching the game.”
“You know damn well what I’m talking about,” the man yelled as he lunged toward Matt and snagged his shirt in his fist. Matt’s eyes widened and nearly popped out of his head.
“Dale!” Jack said sternly, grabbing the man’s free arm, which he appeared to be winding up to punch.
Still holding Matt’s shirt in his hand, the man turned his attention to Jack. They stared at each other for a moment.
“Just let him go, Dale. He’s not worth it.”
Dale swung his gaze between the two men. “You’re right,” he growled as he released Matt from his grip, but not before shoving him back as he did so. Dale paused for a moment before he turned and walked away.
Jack glared at Matt. “I should have let him beat the shit out of you.”
The crowd sat silent.
“Come on, Clare, let’s go,” Jack said, extending his hand toward her, helping her down from the bleachers.
Clare followed him to his truck. The ride back to her house was quiet until she broke the silence. “Who was that man?”
“Dale Spitza, Pam Spitza’s husband.”
“My Pam Spitza?”
“Yes.”
“Why was he so angry with Matt?”
“They have some unusual history.”
Reading into Jack’s closed body language, she did not press him for further information.
Clare saw that the whole, ugly encounter had put him in a foul mood. She reached over, placed her hand on his shoulder, and rubbed it lightly in a nurturing manner.
Jack parked his truck in her driveway, scooted out and quickly walked around the front of the truck to open her door for her. She waited and let him. She liked that he always opened her door.
She slid out of the truck and stepped out of the way so he could shut the door. Without missing a beat, he reached down and scooped her hand into his, and led her up the walkway. Instinctively, she wove her fingers between his and held firmly, thoroughly enjoying the feel of his warm skin against hers.
Clare unlocked her front door and pushed it open but did not make an effort to pass through it. Instead, she turned to face Jack, reached up, and placed her hands on his shoulders. She stretched up on her tiptoes and gently pressed her lips to his. Slowly, she returned to a flat-footed position and waited for a further response from him. She stared into his warm, brown eyes doing her best to draw him in, wanting him to kiss her like he did at his house earlier in the day.
Jack reached toward her and cupped her face in his hands. He gently tilted her head back, and then dipped his head and pressed his lips gently against hers.
She closed her eyes and savored the feeling of his lips against hers. He slid his hands down from her cheeks and slipped them around the small of her back, pulling her closer to him while his mouth brushed over hers again. His tongue swept across the seam of her lips. She parted her lips slightly, inviting him in. Her heart raced when his soft, warm tongue massaged hers, his incredible flavor seeping into her. In that moment, she knew she was a goner, he had her. He had her heart.
His kiss deepened, growing hotter and more possessive with each passing moment. He pulled her tighter to him. His hips ground against hers, causing her arousal to soar and her knees to weaken. She felt the intensity of his need grow with each passing moment. Her heart thudded in her chest so hard and loud, she was sure he could feel it against his chest, if not hear it. She hoped he would come inside with her. She wanted to be taken by him. In her whole life, she had never wanted anything so badly.
Breaking free from his kiss, she stepped back from him. He stared down at her with wondering eyes. She deliberately swiped her lips with her tongue. “Would you like to come in?”
Clare held his gaze with hers, waiting for an answer. She saw the “yes” in his eyes, but nothing came out of his mouth. She wondered what exactly held him back. It pained her to watch the internal debate apparently going on in his head, so she stretched up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his cheek, and then stepped backwards through the doorway. “Seeing as I still don’t have transportation, can you pick me up for work in the morning?”
Jack accepted the bailout. “Yes, I’ll pick you up at seven forty-five.” He turned and headed toward his truck. Clare watched him walk away with a hesitant gait.
After a few steps, he turned around. “Clare.”
“Yes.”
“It’s not that…” He paused long enough for Clare to interrupt and let him off the hook again.
“It’s okay, Jack. I’ll see you in the morning.”
She closed her front door, flipped the bolt, and stared after him through the window until his truck’s taillights wove out of sight.
    
While Jack drove back to his house, he mentally kicked himself at least a thousand times for not taking Clare up on her offer. For crissake, what was I thinking? I’ve loved her for as long as I can remember, and I turn down her offer. Idiot!
After driving a couple of miles, he pulled his truck over to the side of the road and stopped. He debated the idea of driving back to her house, hoping her offer still stood. He spun his truck around. At the fork in the road, he stopped his truck again, and debated what to do. The voice in his head reminded him of his troubles with Julia, and how much she hurt him. His chest constricted and his breath hitched. Breathe.
Spinning his truck around, he headed back in the direction of his house. As he neared the intersection, the voice in his head reminded him Clare was not Julia. He stopped, leaned his head back onto the seat’s headrest, and closed his eyes—only to find visions of Clare passing through his mind. He recalled how her soft, moist lips brushed against his minutes ago, and how the intensity of her kiss nearly sucked the life right out of him. Her big, emerald green eyes tugged at his heart when she invited him in. He knew by the look in them, she knew he wanted to stay, but couldn’t, and he knew she knew why. It was as if she read his mind. His vulnerability embarrassed him, but he knew by the eloquent way she let him off the hook, she cared for him deeply.
    
Clare finished undressing and was about to slip into her pajamas when a knock sounded at her door. Her heart fluttered and she smiled; Jack must have had a change of mind. She threw on her short, pink silk robe, and nearly flew down the stairs. She flipped the bolt lock on the door, and quickly pulled it open. Everything went dark.



CHAPTER 21
J ack reached over and slapped the top of his alarm clock, silencing the annoying beep before he flung the covers back and slid his weary legs over the side of the bed. He sat for a moment, dwelling on his sleepless night, sleepless because of Clare; God, he wanted to go back to her place last night and make love to her. He mentally kicked himself as he thought about how he declined her offer.
I’m such an idiot. The woman I’ve loved ever since I can remember invites me to stay, and I don’t.
He shook his head in disbelief of himself before he rose, threw on some workout clothes, and sauntered to the Bowflex. After going through his morning workout regimen, he grabbed a quick breakfast, showered, dressed in his uniform, and headed out the door. He needed to pick Clare up by at least quarter to eight so they could get to work on time.
As he drove to Clare’s, all he could think about was what an idiot he was, and he worried what she thought of him declining her invitation to stay the night. She didn’t appear to be angry with him when he left her standing alone on the porch. In fact, she seemed to understand.
He parked in her driveway. All looked quiet. He glanced at the clock on the dashboard, seven thirty. He slid out of his SUV and walked up the walkway to her house. As he rapped his knuckles against the door, it slowly squeaked open. This wasn’t right. A twinge of panic soared through him. He edged himself through the doorway and called for her. No response. Silence filled the house. Calling her name again yielded the same result, nothing. He combed the downstairs. No sign of her.
Anxiety snaked up his spine. He raced up the stairs, taking two steps at a time and flung the door open to her bedroom to find the clothes she wore last night on her bed.
Did she ever make it to bed last night?
He searched the upstairs. No sign of her. He dialed her cell phone—no ring and no answer.
Jack ran back down the stairs and out the door to the garage. She wasn’t in there. He checked the outhouse. Still no sign of her. Fear snaked down his spine and wrenched its way into the pit of his stomach.
Where is she?
He radioed Collins, who worked last night, and asked if there have been any calls concerning Clare. Collins informed him there were no calls other than a barking dog call, and that he did do the hourly drive-by of Clare's house that Jack ordered. All looked fine during each drive-by.
Jack sprinted to his parent’s house. They hadn’t seen hide or hair of Claire either.
Full-blown panic rushed through his veins. His heart raced and his mind spun. There didn’t appear to be any signs of struggle at her house, yet she was missing. She knew he was picking her up for work, so she wouldn’t leave without calling him.
He hopped back into his SUV and sped toward town, envisioning the worst. He imagined whoever locked her in the outhouse, ransacked her house, and forced her off the road, had kidnapped her, hurt her, or worse.
Jack slammed his fist against the dashboard. “Shit, if I only stayed with her last night.” His chest tightened around his heart. It ached; God, it ached.
He parked his SUV in front of the city hall, sprang out of it, and ran through the front door to find Mandi already working at her desk. “Have you seen Clare this morning?”
Mandi’s head snapped in his direction. He could tell by the frantic look on her face he was not handling the situation as well as he should. The fear he emitted evidently transferred to Mandi. “No, I haven’t. Is everything okay?”
Jack sucked in a deep breath and willed himself into police chief mode. His voice instantly calmed. “I’m sure everything is fine. Is Dewey in?”
“Yes, he’s in the lunchroom. The mayor dropped off some treats.”
Jack headed to lunchroom where he found Dewey and Collins wolfing down the doughnuts. He filled them in on the situation with Clare. As they stood there contemplating what could have happened, Firefighter Smith came bounding through the lunchroom door. “Matt appears to be missing,” he blurted.
Jack turned his head in Smith’s direction and pulled his eyebrows together. “What?”
Smith cleared his throat. “Matt…I don’t know where he is. He’s always at the station by seven thirty, so when he didn’t arrive this morning, I thought maybe he overslept. I called his house and cell phones and there was no answer. He always answers his cell phone, he doesn’t go anywhere without it. That thing is like a part of him. So, anyhow, I drove over to his house. His chief’s truck is there, but he isn’t.”
Jack shifted his gaze back to Dewey. “What the heck. Both Matt and Clare are missing?” He felt the blood drain from his face.
“I know what you’re thinking, Jack, and there’s just no way,” Dewey quickly affirmed.
“No way, huh? I remember thinking that once before and look what happened.” Jack snapped before he stormed out of the lunchroom and headed toward his office, flying past Mandi so fast, the papers on her desk lifted off and floated to the floor. He slammed the door to his office, causing his whitetail deer picture to fall off the wall and crash. Dewey pushed his way through Jack’s office door, shutting it behind him.
“You’re wrong, Jack. She’s not Julia, and though Matt will probably never admit it to you, he regrets what he did. You need to snap out of this, and we need to focus on the situation at hand. Where are they? What happened to them? What exactly did you see at Clare’s?”
Jack swiped his hand over his face and rested it over his mouth. He struggled to place his thoughts in order, and then dropped his hand to his side. “You’re right.”
Jack told Dewey what happened, as he knew it, since he dropped Clare off at her house the night before.
“Okay, let’s run over to Matt’s and see what we can find there,” Dewey said as he took charge of the situation.
Jack and Dewey climbed into Jack’s vehicle and headed toward Matt’s house with Collins and Smith following in their vehicles.
They found Matt’s chief’s truck parked in the driveway. Smith used Matt’s spare house key to let them in, so they could look around. The house appeared to be in order. There were no signs of a struggle, and at a quick glance, they were unable to determine if he spent the night here. They went back outside and combed the area surrounding Matt’s vehicle, hoping to find something.
Jack caught Collins staring inquisitively at the driver’s side door of Matt’s truck. “What are you looking at?”
Collins looked at Jack. “It’s hard to see with the red paint and all, but I think that’s blood on the handle.”
Jack and Dewey stepped forward to inspect. “I think he’s right,” Dewey said, pointing at the handle, “and I think that’s a bloody smear below the handle.”
Jack concurred with Dewey and Collins’ assessment. The four men stared at the door for a moment then turned their attention to the surrounding area, hoping to find more clues as to what happened.
    
Clare felt cold…so cold. She opened her eyes, but it was too dark to see anything. She lifted her head from the cold, hard surface, and felt around with her hands. Was she lying on a dirt-dusted cement floor?
She pushed herself up into a seated position. Her head spun, her nostrils ached, and her stomach churned. Pulling her knees to her chest, she wrapped her arms around them. She didn’t know where she was or how she got here.
Reaching around in the dark, she found a wall behind her. She scooted back until her spine pressed against the cool, damp wall. Hot tears of fear ran down her frozen cheeks. She was afraid to move or even stand.
The last thing she remembered was opening her front door for Jack, but it wasn’t Jack. It was a person smaller than Jack. Clare squeezed her eyes shut and sifted through her memory, trying to recall what happened.
An image of a camouflage ski mask flashed through her mind. Whoever it was had reached into her house, grabbed her, and covered her nose and mouth with his hand. Then something pricked her arm. It was the last thing she remembered before waking up.
Clare opened her eyes. “Who was that?” she whispered out loud to herself, “and where am I?”
As the minutes passed, she tried to assess her dark surroundings. Inhaling deeply, she found something familiar about the odor penetrating her stinging nostrils, but she couldn’t quite place it. The musty, rotting potato stench made her eyes water. She leaned her head back against the cold hard wall, closed her eyes again, and tried to concentrate on the familiar smell. She took in slow, deep breaths in an attempt to figure it out, yet she still just couldn’t place it.
Afraid to move, she sat frozen in place. After a while, a dim light began to glow above her, though it wasn’t enough to fully see her surroundings walls and beams began to shape the room.
How long have I been here?
As more time passed, a heavy mist appeared to fill the air. The increased dampness chilled her even more. Her silk bathrobe did nothing to warm her. The mist grew thicker, causing a familiar horrid, metal taste to flow across her tongue. It was then she realized where she was. She had been here before, many times when she was a kid. She was in the tunnels of the old, abandoned, iron mine that sat on the land abutting her property.
When she, Chrissie, and Jack were kids, they spent hours exploring the old mine tunnels, even though their parents had forbidden them to do so because it was dangerous. Back then, the supports for the tunnels were old and weak and sometimes collapsed.
In spite of the danger, they explored the tunnels anyhow, and not once stumbling across any bodies rumored to be there. Supposedly, the mine tunnels were a place for the mafia to dump bodies. With all the exploring they'd done, if the rumors had been true they should have come across some bodies or bones at some point.
Clare inhaled deeply, taking in the musty smell she now placed. The familiar smell provided some comfort to her, giving her a clue to her location. But still, fear of a collapse worried her.
Why am I in the iron mine tunnels? Which one am I in, and who put me here?
A gasp for air broke Clare’s concentration. Her spine stiffened and she pressed her back tighter to the wall. She glanced into the darkness, but couldn’t see anything. Her body convulsed with fear. “Who’s there?” she asked, her voice trembling.
No response.
With the exception of her teeth chattering from the cold and the fear, silence accompanied her in the darkness.
After a couple beats, another gasp sounded. “Who’s there?” she asked again.
Still no response.
The dim light shining down from above grew a tad brighter. Her eyes adjusted and she could now at least see the floor in a small radius around her. She lifted herself from her butt into a squatting position and felt around with her hands, edging herself forward. After scooting a few feet, she entered a section of a cross tunnel. A sliver of light appeared off in the distance. She considered walking toward the light, but fear of the unknown stopped her. She still couldn’t see much, and needed the darkness to lift before she could make the journey down the tunnel. What if the floor collapsed? What if she slipped into a big hole? Worst of all, what about the spiders? The dark, damp tunnels were like a spawning ground for the huge Upper Peninsula spiders. For crissake, I'm trapped in a tunnel and worrying about spiders. Yes!
Clare sat down on the cold floor again and weighed her limited options. She decided to proceed toward the light. Still afraid of the condition of the floor, she positioned herself on her hands and knees and headed toward the brightness. She extended her right arm in front of her and felt around with her hand to make sure no obstacles stood in her way, and to assess the sturdiness of the floor.
As she inched forward, she hit something hard with her hand. She sucked in a fast, shallow breath, and quickly pulled back. She opened her eyes wider, as if that would help her see better in the darkness. It didn’t. Reaching forward again, she skimmed her hand over the item standing in her way. Deep grooves lined the small, hard item. In fact, the small size of the object allowed her to wrap her fingers around it. She ran her fingers over the backside of it. It appeared to have strings…no laces.
“Oh, my God!” Clare yelled as she scooted back in a clumsy crabwalk from the obstruction until her back pushed up against the wall again. “It’s a freaking foot!” she yelled. Her heart pounded.
She sat on the floor shivering uncontrollably and staring in the direction of the body. Another gasp for breath sounded, followed by a moan.
Her pulse pounded in her ears. Scared stiff, she sat with her knees pulled up against her chest, and her arms wrapped tightly around them, contemplating what to do.
Who is it? And why are they down here with me?
"Hello."
No answer. Was the person injured? Knocked out? What?
Clare released her grip on her legs and crawled forward, reaching out in front of her until she found the body once again.
She slid her hand from the foot to the attached leg and continued to inch herself forward. Her hand followed along the leg to a torso as another familiar scent tickled her nose. She stopped and inhaled deeply, taking in the familiar aroma, trying to place it. Within seconds, it hit her; it was Matt’s cologne. She immediately scooted herself forward, aligning her face with his.
“Matt, can you hear me? Are you okay?” she asked.
Clare heard Matt breathing, but he wasn’t responsive. She reached down to his belt, recalling how he always had his cell phone, two-way radio, and mini-mag flashlight attached to it. She fumbled around his midsection to find empty slots where the cell phone and radio should be, but the flashlight remained.
“Thank God,” Clare whispered as she grabbed the flashlight and turned it on.
She shined the light in Matt’s face. Everything appeared to be normal; yet he still lay silent, eyes closed. She scanned his body with the light. His navy blue, fire department polo shirt was stained with blood. She yanked his shirt up to find what appeared to be a single, gaping, stab wound toward the right side of his torso.
Tears rolled down her cold cheeks, and she fought to steady her shaky hands. She knew she needed to get help. The wound looked bad and she was Matt’s only hope. She rubbed her hand across his cool cheek. “Don’t worry, you’ll be okay. I need to go and get help. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
With the flashlight in hand, Clare was now able to assess her surroundings. She saw numerous collapsed areas in the tunnel, and then flashed the beam of light through a tall, thin opening in the wall behind her to find a set of stairs. Hmm, this must be how someone brought us down here.
Clare squeezed through the opening and carefully climbed the cracked cement stairs. When she reached the top, she found a large set of metal doors and gripped the handle. It wouldn’t turn. She studied the door handle. It appeared to be locked from the other side. Placing the palms of her hands against the doors, she pushed but they wouldn’t budge. She leaned into the door, sucked in a deep breath, and pushed again with all the strength she could muster. The doors still wouldn’t move. She dropped her hands to her sides and walked back down the cold, cement steps. Though she stepped gingerly and tried to place her feet strategically, shards of ceramic tiles, which fell off the walls, still sliced through her soft skin. The splinters cut like paper—thin slices, yet painful.
Clare returned to Matt and took a seat on the floor. “Sorry, Matt, but I need your boots.”
She unlaced his uniform boots and slid them off his feet, slid her throbbing feet into them, and tied the laces. They were a little big but they would do.
She pointed the beam of the flashlight in the direction of the sliver of light coming from the end of the tunnel. The maze of old mining equipment, cement blocks, and ceramic tiles in her path slowed her journey, but she reached the end of the tunnel fairly quickly. The slim ray of sunlight warmed her cheeks.
The narrow opening appeared to be a collapsed doorway. Peeking through the gap, she found it fed into the collapsed, bottomless pit she remembered throwing rocks into years ago. She carefully removed large pieces of cement from in front of the opening, hoping it wouldn’t cause another collapse.
Finally, she created a hole large enough she could fit through. She squeezed past and stepped out onto the cement platform outside, and then breathed a sigh of relief as she stood in a familiar spot. When Clare was a kid, she, Chrissie, and Jack explored this area many times, but she still had a big problem. The platform was the end of the line. It simply ended. One step off the platform and she would plunge about one hundred feet into the bright green waters of the collapsed pit. She wondered what made the water so ridiculously green. Is it hazardous?
She looked up from the platform to find the top of the collapsed pit at least fifty feet above her, and knew she couldn’t climb to the top. There was no slope. The walls of pit went straight up.
Clare tried hard to remember where the other tunnels led. Perhaps, she could find another way out. She knew she needed to hurry for Matt’s sake.
Just as she was about to squeeze back through the opening to the tunnel, the sound of four wheeler engines caught her attention. The engines cut, and then she heard voices.
“Help! Help! Can anyone hear me?” she yelled. Her voice echoed within the pit walls.
A couple of teenage boys stepped into Clare’s sight, as she looked straight up above her.
“Ms. Ulster, is that you?” Jimmy Broznowski shouted while he stood at the edge of the pit staring down at her.
“Yes.”
“What are you doing down there? It’s dangerous to be in the tunnels,” he yelled back.
“I know. It’s a long story. Jimmy, we need help down here, fast. Call 911, Chief Ganea is here and he’s injured. We can’t get back through the doorway on the north side of the Shorewood Mine administrative building because something is blocking it.”
"There's no cell reception here, we’ll drive to reception and call Chief Ricco.”
    
Jack and his crew were still at Matt’s place processing the scene when dispatch called and told them Jimmy Broznowski called and he knew where Clare and Matt were.
A blanket of relief fell over Jack when he heard the dispatch call, but his heart froze in place when they requested medical assistance. Air hissed from his lungs. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath. His vision blurred, and he nearly choked on the lump rising in his throat.
“Jack…Jack, we need to go,” Dewey said, heading for Jack’s SUV. Jack caught his breath followed him. Dewey climbed into the driver’s seat. Jack feared the worst as he slid into the passenger seat.
Dewey flipped on the emergency lights and siren and headed toward the old abandoned mine, with Collins following in his squad and Smith in the rescue vehicle. An ambulance was dispatched as well.
Jack grabbed his radio and ordered Jimmy be patched through to brief them while they were en route. Jimmy told the story as it happened, taking his sweet-natured time in getting to the part where Clare appeared to be okay, and it was Matt who required the medical attention.
The second the words pertaining to Clare’s condition came out of Jimmy’s mouth, a blanket of relief fell over Jack once again. Even as pissed as he was at Matt over the past several years, he grew concerned for his wellbeing.
Dewey pulled the SUV within twenty feet or so to the collapsed mine pit and cut the engine. Both men quickly slid out of the vehicle and ran to the edge. They looked down to find Clare standing fifty feet below them on the cement platform. She wore nothing but her short, pink, silk bathrobe and Matt’s fire department issue, uniform boots.
“Clare, are you okay?” Jack shouted. His voice echoed in the pit.
“I’m fine but Matt’s not. I don’t think he’s conscious, and it looks like he was stabbed. I tried to get through the doorway at the north entrance by the administrative building, but something is blocking the door.”
“Meet us back over there. We’ll get it cleared,” he replied.
Jack, Dewey, Collins, and Smith hustled over to the old, abandoned, decrepit administrative building, went inside, and headed toward the north entrance of the tunnels. They found the large metal doors barricaded with cement blocks, chained, and locked. Block by block, they cleared the way to the doors.
After Jack moved the last block out of the way, Smith pried the doors open. Clare waited for them at the bottom of the steps. Jack ran down and pulled her frozen, shivering body into his arms.
Dewey and the EMT’s flew past them and climbed through the somewhat collapsed opening to attend to Matt.
“Clare, sweetheart, are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine, but I’m worried about Matt.”
Jack yelled through the opening. “Dewey, how’s Matt? What’s going on?”
Dewey popped his head through the small opening, “I’m not sure yet. They’re checking his vitals. It sounds as though his blood pressure is dangerously low. We need to get him out of here and to the hospital.”
Jack looked into Clare’s tear-filled, emerald eyes. “Clare, I need to help them. Can you get yourself to my vehicle? There are some blankets in the emergency kit in the back. We’ll be along shortly.”
It about killed him to send her away, but he needed to help tend to Matt. And she did look and sound fine.
After a gallant team effort, they loaded Matt into the ambulance and headed to the hospital.
Jack returned to his SUV to find Clare sitting in the passenger seat wrapped in a blanket. Her body still shivered. Tears still rolled down her cheeks.
“Is Matt going to be okay?” she asked.
“I don’t know for sure. The EMT’s think so. They don’t think any vital organs were hit, but he did lose a lot of blood. I’ll check on him in a bit.”
Dewey, Collins, and Smith appeared next to Jack, and they all stood by the passenger side of Jack’s vehicle looking at Clare for some sort of explanation.
“Can you tell us what happened?” Jack asked.
She sucked her lips in to her mouth and chewed on them for a moment before she released them and spoke. “I don’t really know how I ended up in the tunnel or how Matt did.”
“What happened after I dropped you off at your house last night?”
She cleared her throat. “After you left I went upstairs to get ready for bed. A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door and well… I assumed it was you, so I opened the door without even checking to see who it might be. To my surprise, a man in a camouflage ski mask stood there. He reached toward me, grabbed my arm, and placed his hand over my nose and mouth. Something pricked my arm, and that’s the last thing I remember until I woke up in the tunnel with Matt. I found my way to the end of the tunnel and yelled for help. That’s when Jimmy appeared and said he would go get you.”
"Your arm?” Jack asked.
Clare nodded and lowered the blanket off her shoulder—no sign of anything on her arm, no tenderness, no nothing.
"Maybe I'm imagining it, or maybe it was just a pinch," Clare said as she ran her fingers over her arm again. "Nothing. It feels fine."
She locked onto his gaze.
"I'm fine. Really."
"I'm going to take you to the hospital so they can check you out."
"No!"
Jack opened his mouth to speak but Clare cut him off before he had a chance. "I'm not going. I feel fine. Besides, you have more important things to do right now."
Her tone was adamant. He debated pushing it again but decided not to. She looked and sounded fine, and with her history of being controlled the last thing he wanted to do was force her to do something she was dead set against.
Dewey broke the tense silence. “Was Matt conscious at all?”
“No.”
“So we have no idea how Matt got here,” Dewey commented, glancing about at Jack, Collins, and Smith.
“I hope he can tell us something when he regains consciousness,” Jack said.
Jack looked at Collins. “You’ve been on since eleven last night. Why don’t you sign out, and I’ll see if Hansen can go sit at the hospital with Matt. I don’t want anyone talking with him when he wakes up until we have a chance to do so.”
“Chief, I’m good yet. I don’t mind sitting with Matt.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, then. Call me the second he wakes up. And nobody talks to him until Dewey and I have a chance to. Understand?”
“Yes, sir,” Collins replied, and then headed off to the hospital. Smith departed and headed back to the fire station.
Clare sat in the SUV while Jack and Dewey looked around the scene for clues as to what happened.
The events of the night before played through her mind. Her head hurt. She couldn't think. Her mind was mush. If only she could remember how she got to the mine, perhaps they could catch the person who stabbed Matt. Think!



CHAPTER 22
“C lare, sweetheart, let’s get you inside,” Jack whispered as he scooped her up in his strong arms and carried her from his SUV into his house. She nuzzled her face into the crook of his neck. His soothing, warm breath swept across her cheek.
When he set her on the bed, her eye’s popped open, and she glanced around the room. Her gaze landed on Jack. “What, where are we?”
“We’re back at my house,” he replied while he unlaced her boots and slid them off her.
He looked inquisitively at her feet.
“What’s the matter?” she asked.
Jack slowly lifted her leg and inspected her right foot more closely. His concerned gaze met hers. “Are your feet sore? They look a little cut up.”
She sat up, bent her knee, and pulled her right foot closer to her eyes so she could see what he was talking about. “Yeah, I guess they are a little sore. I didn’t have any shoes when I scavenged around the tunnel, looking for a way out. I sliced my feet on the tile splinters scattered on the floor. That’s when I swiped Matt’s shoes from his feet.
“We need to get these cuts cleaned up,” Jack said, effortlessly scooping her up again to carry her into the bathroom. He set her on the counter and put her feet into the sink.
Clare turned at her waist and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. She gasped at the gruesome reflection staring back at her.
“What’s wrong?” Jack asked, looking up from her feet.
Clare buried her face against her knees.
“What’s wrong?” he asked again as he nudged his hand between her knees and face, and lifted her head.
She looked at him and then turned her attention back to the mirror. “I look hideous.” The bruising around her eyes and nose caused from her car accident had taken on a deeper purple color. Dirt, from crawling around in the tunnels, streaked her face, arms, and legs, and her feet were caked with dry blood from the numerous, small paper-like cuts on her feet. Her hair looked pasted to her head and her bathrobe was trashed. She was in dire need of a shower.
Jack took hold of her chin and turned her head toward him. She didn’t want to look at him, but couldn’t seem to help herself. His eyes seemed like magnets. “I think you look beautiful, absolutely beautiful.”
“That’s nice of you to say, but—”
“No buts, you’re beautiful,” Jack interrupted, his tone matter-of-fact.
Clare sat silently while he tended to her wounds. His calloused hands gently rubbed her feet, warming her entire body through to her core. Treating her wounds wasn’t enough. Selfishly, she wanted more from him. She needed the security of his arms around her. His embrace was the only place she would truly feel safe right now.
Did she dare offer herself to him so soon after he declined her the first time?
Her arousal heightened with each touch of his hand.
“Jack,” she whispered.
He looked up from her feet. His warm gaze captured her, sending every coherent thought in her head awry.
“Yes?”
“I…I,” she stammered, lost her nerve, and tore her gaze from him. “…can I take a shower?”
“Sure,” he replied, helping her off of the counter.
The second her feet hit the floor, the pain of a thousand needles penetrated her flesh.
“Are you going to be able to stand okay?” Jack asked, still holding her upper arm to help steady her.
She paused before responding, wanting nothing more than to answer “No,” in the hope he would offer to help her in the shower. “I’ll be fine, thanks.”
Jack left the bathroom, shutting the door behind him.
Clare untied her filthy bathrobe and shrugged it off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. She slid off her panties, the only thing she wore under the robe. Tiny needles still pricked at her feet with each step she took toward the shower. Her feet would probably feel better if her wounds were gashes rather than these little, paper-thin cuts.
She reached into the shower and turned on the water, letting it flow for a moment before she stepped in. Her weary arms weighed a ton, making it difficult to hold them up long enough to shampoo her hair and lather her body. Dropping her arms to her sides, she stood motionless under the hot, forceful stream of water as it pelted the soap off her aching body. The sudsy water swirling around the drain stung her feet, but she didn’t have the energy to do anything about it. She leaned her right shoulder against the shower wall, not realizing the extent of her exhaustion until now, nearly falling asleep where she stood.
“Clare, are you okay?” Jack yelled through the door, snapping her back into reality.
She pushed herself away from the shower wall and shut off the water. “Yes, Jack. I’m fine. I’ll be out in a minute.”
As she stepped out of the shower, she grabbed two towels off of the shelf. She wrapped one towel around her hair and used the other to dry off. Bending over, she scooped up the trashed bathrobe from the floor and tossed it into the garbage can. Now, she had nothing to wear.
Spotting Jack’s red plaid robe hanging on the back of the door, she snatched it off the hook and flung it over her shoulders, and then tied the belt at her waist. She pulled the collar of the robe up over her mouth until it rested immediately below her nose, and then she stood there for a moment, inhaling the masculine scent lingering in the material. After quickly towel drying her hair, she combed her fingers through it in an effort to tame her wild curls. It didn’t work; it never worked.
She limped out of the bathroom, through the bedroom and followed the bacon aroma to the kitchen where Jack busied himself scrambling eggs and frying bacon. “Hmm, smells good.”
He faced her and his gaze raked over her. The intensity of his stare reassured her of his reciprocated feelings. “I hope you don’t mind, but I borrowed your robe. I didn’t have anything else to put on.”
Jack pointed to the stools by the kitchen island. “Have a seat. Are you hungry?”
Clare sat. “Yeah actually, I’m famished. I haven’t eaten since we ate at the ballgame last night.”
“Supper’s almost done. I’m sorry, but I didn’t have much here to eat. I hope you’re good with eggs and bacon.”
“Supper? What time is it anyway?”
“It’s almost six o’clock.”
“Six o’clock? Clare absently repeated his words. “Where did the day go?”
Jack set a plate of food in front of her, and then set one down on the island for himself and took a seat next to her. “Well, you slept in the SUV most of the afternoon while Dewey and I recorded the crime scene.
“If I slept all that time why do I still feel so exhausted?” she asked and forked a mouthful of scrambled eggs.
Suddenly, she remembered about Matt. “How’s Matt? Is he going to be okay?”
A soft smile drew across Jacks face. “He’ll be fine. He’s still kind out of it. He had surgery this afternoon, but the doctor expects a full and speedy recovery.”
Clare breathed out a sigh of relief. “Thank God he’s going to be okay.”
They ate the remainder of their supper without much conversation, only star-struck gazing.
After finishing their meal, they tidied up the kitchen. Clare struggled to figure out what to do next. Afraid to be alone, she didn’t want to go home but didn’t want to impose on Jack either.
“Well, I guess I should go home now,” she said.
Jack spun to face her. “I was hoping you would stay here tonight. Until I figure out what’s going on, I really don’t want you staying alone.”
A cloak of relief wrapped around her.



CHAPTER 23
C lare woke up to the mesmerizing sound of the shower running, and the eye-opening aroma of brewing coffee. She lay in Jack’s safe, comfortable bed. The memories of the prior evening rushed back to her. A wide smile drew across her face but quickly faded away, as each event from the night before passed through her mind in chronological order.
She recalled how after dinner, she and Jack retired to the living room. He took a seat next to her on the couch, pulled her close to his side, and draped his arm over her shoulders. Before she knew it, he pulled her onto his lap and captured her mouth with his. The intensity of his long, moist kisses nearly sucked the life out of her. She remembered having to remind herself to breathe.
He untied her bathrobe and slowly pulled it open, laying her before him fully exposed. She watched him as he took in the sight of her with hungry, inquiring eyes. She loved the way he looked at her. His eyes darkened with each passing moment. The intensity of his gaze was immeasurable.
He stroked her stomach with his large, calloused hand, sliding it upward, slowly and gently, until it cupped one of her breasts. Tilting her head back until it rested on the arm of the couch, she relaxed, closed her eyes, and savored every moment of his exploration of her body. His hand shifted to her other breast, and he massaged it gently as his hot mouth slid over the opposite one. With each flick of his tongue over her nipple, her blood heated and pooled south. Her stomach fluttered and her heart pounded in her chest; she was wet and ready for him.
As his mouth consumed her breasts, he slid his hand down until he reached her swollen, bead of arousal. He teased it, circling it slowly and gently, pushing her closer to the edge. She couldn’t do anything but lie there and let him play her body the way a fine musician plays an instrument. He was in control, and he certainly knew what he was doing. Was she selfish for not returning any favors to him at this moment? If so, she didn’t care. It was his fault anyway. The way he touched her made her feel so good, she couldn’t move. She was frozen in place, waiting for the meltdown.
Jack slid his finger into her and probed ingeniously. Pulling back out of her, he used her own juices to further tease and stimulate her nub. It took only a moment for the waves of climax to crash through her with a level of intensity she’d never experienced before. A small groan escaped her lips. Did I really just groan out loud? The waves subsided then stopped altogether. Complete satisfaction and exhaustion filled her.
When she finally mustered the energy to open her eyes, she was alone in Jack’s warm, large bed. She heard the shower running and smelled the coffee brewing, as the morning sun peeked through the window blinds.
Shit, I can’t believe I fell asleep. Clare gave herself a few mental head slaps. I’ve been dying to make love with him, nearly threw myself at him, and I fall asleep. He must think I’m some kind of moron.
Clare rolled her eyes, flung the covers back, and slid out of bed. She strode into the living room, looking for Jack’s bathrobe. This was the last place she remembered seeing it. Sure enough, there it was, lying on the floor next to the couch. She scooped it up, flung it over her shoulders, tied the belt, and headed into the kitchen for some coffee.
A few minutes later, Jack surfaced in the kitchen, fully dressed in his uniform and duty belt.
God, he’s freaking hot in that uniform.
She tore her gaze from his body and looked up to find him staring back down at her with a completely satisfied smile on his face, as if he read her last thought. Her cheeks heated.
Without a word, he strode over to her and cupped her boiling-hot face in his hands. He tilted her head back before he dipped his head and lightly brushed his lips across hers. Disappointment shot through her when he pulled away. She had hoped for more.
He dropped his hands to his sides but kept his gaze fixed on her. “Good morning, sweetheart. Did you sleep well?”
“Yes,” she whispered, her mouth still weak from his kiss.
“I’m guessing you might want to swing by your house and get some clothes. Personally, I wouldn’t mind seeing you in my bathrobe all day,” he teased as his eyes darkened. “On second thought, I’d rather see you out of my bathrobe,” he said, reaching toward her, and in one swift movement pulled her tightly to him and claimed her mouth.
At the sound of his cell phone, Jack growled and ended their splendid, hot kiss. He pulled his phone from his duty belt. “Chief here… Yes, Dewey… I’ll be there shortly.”
Jack looked at her. “That was Dewey. Matt’s awake. We need to get going. I have to go to the hospital and talk with him.”
Jack and Clare got into his SUV and headed toward her place.
She quickly dressed and grabbed a few things she needed for the day, and then she and Jack headed into town. He dropped her off at City Hall and he continued on to the hospital to see Matt.
Clare pushed her way through the front door of the municipal building and glanced in the direction of Mandi’s desk. “Good morning, Mandi.”
Mandi lifted her gaze from her computer monitor. “Morning, Clare. How are you feeling?”
“I’m good. Thanks.”
Mandi rose to her feet, leaned over her reception desk, and handed her two pieces of paper. “Both Brenda Maki and Trudy Lehti called to see if you were in today and open for business. They both heard what happened to you and were worried about you.”
Hmm, maybe they heard something that would help find out who tossed her and Matt into the tunnel. "Exactly what did they say they heard?"
Mandi's cheeks flushed.
"Come on, what did they say?" Clare asked again.
"Just that Jimmy found you half naked on the platform of the mine pit and that you and Matt had been kidnapped, locked in the tunnel, and left for…"
"Dead," Clare finished for her.
Mandi lowered her eyes. "Yeah."
Clare swallowed hard. “As for Matt that's probably true, but they didn't injure me. I'm not sure what in the hell is going on.”
Mandi reached over the counter and squeezed her arm. "I'm so sorry this happened to you."
Clare nodded and fought tears as she turned and headed down the hallway to her office. Halfway down the narrow corridor, she rummaged through her purse looking for the key to her office. Her shoulder slammed into someone else, spinning her sideways. “Watch out!” an unfamiliar voice screeched.
“I’m sorry, are you okay?” Clare asked as she flung her purse strap back over her shoulder.
Silence filled the air as the woman eyed her. She stood about five foot, six inches. Clare took note of her pretty, long, jet black hair, golden-brown skin, and eyes as dark as coal, outlined by long, lush, black lashes. Her beauty was simply beyond compare and complimented by her curvaceous shape.
“Watch where you’re going, you nearly took my shoulder off,” the woman barked. Her pointed glare was as sharp as a tack.
“I said I was sorry,” Clare whispered.
“Whatever,” the gorgeous but unpleasant woman replied as she shrugged off Clare with a wave of her hand, and continued up the hallway toward the front of City Hall.
Clare finally found her office key. She unlocked the door, walked through the reception area, and entered her office. As she waited for the computer to power up, she couldn’t stop thinking about the woman in the hallway, and her reaction to the harmless incident. Clare recalled the intense look the woman flashed her; it was so cold. Her body shuddered and she rubbed her hands over the goosebumps on her arms.
At a few minutes to nine, Brenda Maki came bounding through the doorway of Clare’s office for her standing, weekly appointment. “Hi Clare, I’m glad to see you’re okay. I heard you had quite the ordeal.”
“Yeah, things have been interesting lately.”
Clare motioned Brenda to take a seat.
“Well, I have a feeling things will get more interesting for you in the near future,” Brenda said as she sat down.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Julia’s here,” Brenda replied as if that should mean something to her.
Clare shrugged. “Julia?”
“Yes, Julia Molonari.”
Clare’s eyes widened when she realized who Brenda was talking about. “The woman in the hallway,” Clare whispered.
“Well, I don’t know who was in the hallway, but what I can tell you is I just saw Julia up front talking to Mandi,” Brenda replied, lifting her right hand from her lap and pointing to the front of City Hall. “She tends to bring out the worst in Jack since the break-up, but who knows, maybe he’s finally over what she and Matt did to him.”
Clare’s heart raced. She didn’t want any complications with her relationship with Jack, and she hoped Julia was only passing through. She swallowed the anxiety in her throat. “So Brenda, how was your week?”
Brenda chimed right in with the usual session banter and before Clare knew it, an hour passed. Brenda picked her purse up from the floor and slung it over her shoulder as she rose from her chair. “I’ll see you next week, bye.” And out the door she went, leaving Clare deep in thought about Jack and Julia.
“Clare, earth to Clare.”
Clare slid her gaze from the floor to the doorway of her office to find Trudy Lehti’s hazel eyes staring down at her. “I know I don’t have an appointment today, but can you squeeze me in? I swear to God, if I don’t get to talk to you today and calm down, I’m going to go home and smack the crap out of that know-it-all husband of mine.”
Clare shook her head to shake thoughts of Jack and Julia out of her mind, and then motioned Trudy to take a seat. The second Trudy’s butt hit the chair, the criticizing words rolled off her tongue as fast and plentiful as the water over Tahquamenon Falls in the springtime.
Forty-five minutes later, Trudy took a deep breath in through her nose and let it out of her mouth. “Wow, I feel great now. Thanks, Clare.”
“You’re welcome,” Clare replied, even though she realized she didn’t hear a word Trudy had said. Her mind was too preoccupied with what Brenda’s comment about Jack and Julia.
Trudy used the arms of the chair to lift herself out of the chair. “Well, I guess I’ll see you next week then.” And out the door she went.
Clare sat at her desk for a few minutes, staring out the window toward the Family Diner’s dumpster. Still thinking about Jack and Julia, she couldn’t help but wonder why Julia returned to Iron City at this particular time. Clare placed her hand over her aching heart. She wasn’t sure why her heart ached, but it did.
Looking for a distraction to get her mind off Julia, Clare yanked Katie Hahn's probation file from the drawer. She was scheduled to meet with Katie at two o'clock. The girl was one week away from finishing her probation term for drunk and disorderly. Katie had spray-painted graffiti on the front of the school the night of her graduation almost one year ago. Her probation terms required her to maintain full-time employment, or go to college, and to complete forty hours of community service at the Iron City Senior Center.
Clare flipped through Katie’s file and read the notes. Her last probation officer noted she had been fulfilling both her employment and community service requirements. Katie only had six hours of community service remaining at the Senior Center. The notes in the file indicated she was scheduled to work the senior, spring fling dance, the last weekend in April. Therefore, in the event she worked the dance and kept up her good work record at Kentucky Fried Chicken, her probation would be terminated within the next week.
Clare flipped open her cell phone and dialed the number to Kentucky Fried Chicken. A man answered the phone, “Kentucky Fried Chicken. How may I help you?”
Glancing in the file, she located the manager’s name. “I’d like to speak to James Watson, please.”
“This is James.”
“Hi, James. This is Clare Ulster. I’m Ms. Hahn’s new probation officer, and I’m calling to do a routine employment check on her.”
“Okay.”
“Has she been working full-time, showing up when scheduled and on time?”
“Yes, and as of a matter of fact, her work record has been so good, she was promoted to Assistant Manager last week.”
“That’s great. Well, that’s all I really needed to know. Thank you for your time.”
“You’re welcome. Good bye,” James said, and then disconnected the call.
Clare punched in the number of the Senior Center on her phone keypad and verified with the manager that Katie did in fact complete her forty hours of community service. Good news for Katie today.
Clare decided to use the idle time until two o’clock to walk down to the local car dealership and look for a new vehicle. She grabbed her handbag and headed toward the front of City Hall, stopping at Mandi’s desk. “Is Jack in his office?”
Mandi shifted her eyes from Clare to Jack’s office door, and then back to Clare before she stood up and leaned over the counter toward her. “No, but Julia’s in there waiting for him. I told her she couldn’t go in there, and then she told me where I could go and blew right by me. She’s been waiting for him for almost three hours, and she refuses to leave until he sees her,” Mandi whispered.
“Does he know she’s here?”
“Yup. He spoke to her on the phone and told her to leave, but she won’t. I wouldn’t be surprised if he doesn’t come back here all day. Julia’s so stubborn. I’ll probably have to call Dewey to come in at four thirty and remove her, so I can close up.”
Just then, the door to Jack’s office sprung open, drawing the attention of both Clare and Mandi. Julia stepped through the doorway. The nostrils of her perfectly-shaped, petite nose flared, her thick eyebrows pulled together, and her dark, fury-filled eyes left nothing to the imagination as to how she was feeling. Julia unclenched her jaw. “Mandi, where the hell is he? If he’s not going to come here, then I’ll go there!”
“I don’t know. He’s working. Why don’t you leave like he asked? You’re not wanted around here, not by Jack, or anyone else,” Mandi snapped back with just as much gusto.
Julia took a couple of quick steps toward Mandi, who tried to edge back, but her spine was already pressed up against the reception counter standing between her and Clare. The angry woman raised her right hand and pointed her index finger at Mandi, holding it only inches from her face. “Listen here…” Julia started at Mandi.
“Julia,” Jack barked as he rounded the corner of the hall and entered the reception area.
Clare watched Jack, his eyes fixed on Julia.
“Step away from her, now!” He demanded through gritted teeth.
The woman lowered her finger from Mandi’s face and took a step back.
Jack stepped toward Julia. “What do you want? Why are you here?” he asked in a voice so cold, Clare would have never recognized it as Jack’s if she hadn't been present to hear it coming out of his mouth.
Julia tilted her head to the side and smiled at him. “Now, Jack, you sound as though you’re not glad to see me.
“Well then, it appears to be clear to you, but just in case it’s not…Julia, I’m not glad to see you. I don’t desire to talk to you, and I would be happy if you would leave now.”
Julia turned her head to the left, looked past Mandi, and fixed her dark, evil eyes on Clare. A wicked smile drew across her lips before she looked back at Jack. “Okay, you win. I’ll leave, but before I do, I want to give you this.”
Julia reached into her purse and pulled out a photo. She stepped toward Jack and handed it to him. Jack lifted the photo and held it close to his eyes.
“Yes, Jack, it’s your son. Now, if you want to reach me, here’s my cell number. I’m staying at the Comfort Inn,” she said as she patted him on the arm, and sashayed out the front door of City Hall.
Jack continued to stare at the photo. Clare and Mandi stood silent waiting for some reaction from him. Without a word or a glance in their direction, he walked toward his office, went inside, and shut the door behind him.
Clare placed her hand over her heavy heart. She looked at Mandi, who appeared to be just as dumfounded as she was. “Oh my God, poor Jack. He didn’t have a clue, did he?”
Mandi sucked in a deep breath. “It didn’t look like it.”
The ladies stood silent for a moment. Clare wondered what Jack was thinking, and what he was doing in his office. She listened, but not a peep came from his office.
Clare watched Mandi continue to stare at Jack’s office door. A skeptical look washed over her face as she drummed her fingers on the reception desk. She halted her fingers and looked at Clare. “I’m not buying it.”
“Buying what?”
Mandi pulled her eyebrows together. “The whole thing. She comes back to Iron City after how long to drop this bombshell on Jack. Why? Why now? Why didn’t she tell him she was pregnant when she tried to reconcile with him after Matt dumped her. Who’s to say it’s Jack’s child. For all we know, she was banging every Tom, Dick, and Harry in the state. Maybe it’s Matt’s baby. She’s such a manipulative little bitch, I wouldn’t put it past her to lie about something like this, but why? What is she after? If I were Jack, I’d be on the phone right now demanding some DNA testing.”
Dewey pushed his way through the front door, walked around the reception desk, and headed toward Jack’s office. He reached for the doorknob, stopped, and looked back at Clare and Mandi. “What’s going on?”
“What do you mean?” Mandi asked in response.
“I just got a call from Jack. He told me to report here immediately, but he wouldn’t tell me why. He sounded… I don’t know…like someone died, and judging from the looks on your faces… Well, it’s not good whatever it is,” he whispered.
Dewey opened Jack’s office door, stepped through the doorway, and shut the door behind him.
Clare and Mandi inched closer to the door, trying desperately to eavesdrop on Jack and Dewey’s conversation, but the wall standing between them muffled their voices. Clare was sure they were intentionally keeping their voices quiet, but as they continued their conversation, their voices grew louder until they were at their normal speaking level. At this point, Clare and Mandi could make out some of what they were saying. Dewey was doing most of the talking.
Dewey’s voice edged yet a bit louder, allowing the girls to make out his every word. “That’s bullshit Jack and you know it. She’s lying. There’s no way she would have been able to hide this from you for that long in this town. She has relatives here. Someone would have said something to you by now, or if not to you, to someone else who would have told you by now. I can’t believe you let her wind you up this way after all this time, for crissake. Where is she? I’ll go talk to her. I want to see this kid, and I want to see some proof.”
“No, I’ll take care of it,” Jack replied.
“You know, Dewey’s right. There is no way she could have kept this kind of secret for this long in this town. Someone would have said something by now,” Mandi whispered.
The door to Jack’s office opened. Dewey stepped out and he shut the door behind him. Without a word, he nodded toward Clare and Mandi and exited City Hall.



CHAPTER 24
C lare wheeled her new but used, charcoal gray Chevy Trailblazer into her driveway and cut the engine. She would have liked to purchase a new vehicle, but between starting her new practice and only working part-time as a probation officer, she couldn’t afford to make the sizeable payments on a new vehicle.
She sat in the SUV for a moment staring ahead, willing her hand to open the door and her feet to move, but she was too drained. The recent, unfortunate chain of events over the past couple of months kicked the crap out of her. But the last occurrence, Jack’s avoidance of her, was the worst, and completely sucked the life out of her. Not a single word from him since his confrontation with Julia earlier in the day in City Hall. Clare waited for him at the end of the workday, but he didn’t return to City Hall. She left a couple of messages for him on his cell, asking for him call her back, but he didn’t.
Clare reached over to the passenger side of her SUV, grabbed her purse and laptop, and flung them over her shoulder as she slid out of the car. She shuffled her feet in the direction of her house with hardly enough energy to pick up her feet and climb her porch steps. Entering her house, she shed her purse and laptop on the kitchen table before heading up the stairs. Her weary bones alerted her to the fact she needed a nap.
In the state she was in, her torn up mattress looked inviting. Clare climbed onto it, lay back, and closed her eyes. A knock on her front door startled her. She sat up quick and glanced at her alarm clock. It read five thirty, nearly thirty minutes had passed. Stepping up to the window overlooking her driveway, she found Jack’s chief’s vehicle parked next to her car. Her heart picked up pace and the increased blood flow gave her a second wind. She turned and headed downstairs, aiming for the front door and giving herself a mental head slap along the way for thinking he was avoiding her. The second she yanked the door open the air escaped her lungs, her smile faded.
“Hi, Dewey. What’s up?”
Dewey looked at Clare with his kindhearted, brown eyes. “Uh…uh, Jack sent me over.”
“What?”
Dewey sucked in a deep breath. “Jack sent me over to stay here tonight, to keep an eye on things.”
Her heart dropped into the pit of her stomach. A blanket of sadness fell over her. Jack was truly avoiding her, but she knew it wasn’t Dewey’s fault. There was no reason to say what was really on her mind. Instead, she stepped back and invited him in. She liked Dewey and didn’t mind his company. In light of all the bad things happening to her lately, she welcomed the security.
He stepped through the doorway with his duffle bag in hand and followed Clare into the kitchen.
“Have you eaten dinner?” she asked him.
“No.”
“I can fry up some chicken breasts. Do you like chicken and wild rice?”
“Yeah, sounds great. Thanks.”
Clare and Dewey chatted while she prepared dinner. With Dewey being a man of few words, she did most of the talking, taking the opportunity to find out more about him. And though she was desperate to ask him about Jack’s whereabouts and what was going on with him, she restrained herself. She didn’t want to put Dewey in an uncomfortable situation, but it darn near killed her.
Clare served up two plates of food and set them on the kitchen table. She poured a glass of milk for herself and one for Dewey and they started eating.
Getting the man to talk was like pulling teeth, so Clare continued to question him about his life. She found out he was born and raised in Iron City. He'd only left to attend technical college where he earned an Associate Degree in Police Science. There were no siblings, and he never married and had kids. His father worked in the iron mine and passed away some years ago, at which time Dewey moved back in with his mother. After the inquisition, more silence filled the air.
Dewey helped her with the dishes, and they retired to the living room where Clare flipped the on the television to the public broadcasting channel. TV wasn't important to her so she hadn't bothered to order dish or cable yet. . They watched some artist guy with a large afro paint mountain scenes on a canvas. Clare was sure she’d seen this same guy on television years ago when she stayed with her grandparents, and he hadn’t changed one iota. In fact, judging from his late seventies attire, she was sure this exact broadcast was a rerun from twenty years ago.
A chuckle escaped Dewey’s lips, drawing her attention. “I must have seen this episode at least ten times since I was a kid. I’m pretty sure this guy died some years ago. I can’t believe they’re still airing his show. I guess PBS needs some donations, so they can update their programs.”
Clare laughed as well.
Dewey’s cell phone rang, silencing their laughter. Clare’s breath caught, hoping it was Jack.
Dewey pulled the phone from his hip, glanced at the display, and flipped it open. “Hi Chief…yes, I’m here now…yup…everything’s fine… Okay…yup…bye.”
He closed his cell phone and stuffed it back into its holster on his hip. Clare watched him stare down at the floor as he sucked his bottom lip into his mouth and chewed on it for a moment. Even a blind woman would have noticed his plummeting comfort level, so she avoided pressing him for information about Jack.
Finally, Dewey lifted his gaze to meet hers. “That was Jack. He said to say ‘hello’ to you. He’s working on something which could take all weekend.”
Clare rocked back and forth in the old wooden, rocking chair and continued to watch Dewey, who sat on the couch. She wasn’t really sure what to say or do. She desperately wanted to know what was going on with Jack, but she didn’t want to put Dewey in the middle.
Dewey fidgeted while Clare continued to stare at him. He shifted his eyes back to the television program, but only for a moment before they drifted back in her direction.
He repositioned his body to face her more directly. Nervously, he raked his hand through his thinning, salt and pepper hair then cleared his throat. “I don’t buy it, you know.”
She continued to rock and look at him.
“I think she’s lying. She’s up to something, and she knows just how to push Jack’s buttons, always has, but I don’t know why she does it. He was never anything but nice to her until…well, until the incident.”
The rocking chair continued to squeak.
“There’s no way that child is Jack’s, and he didn’t know about him all this time. This town can’t keep a secret like that, and if I remember right, kids were never in her plans. Kids would have meant putting someone before herself, and she’s not that type of person.”
Clare still sat silent. She didn’t need to press Dewey for any information. Her silence was enough to make him spill any information, which wasn’t much and nothing concrete.
The topic exhausted her. She wasn’t sure if it was true or not, whether Jack and Julia did have a son, but Julia’s manipulation of the situation is what infuriated her. Clare wondered how a person could be so cold and heartless. If the child was truly Jack’s, how could Julia have hidden him for so long? Why? And to expose the situation in public the way she did was cold. Clare placed her hand over her heart. It ached for Jack, and on behalf of him.



CHAPTER 25
C lare tossed and turned all night, but sleep wouldn’t come. Every time she dozed off, she pictured Jack—sad and confused when Julia informed him in front of God and everyone they had a son.
She stared through the crack in the window shade. The bright morning sun reflecting off the lake beamed through the slat warmed her face. She flung the covers back and pulled herself out of bed, strolled over to the window, and used her fingers to part the blinds for better access. Looking across the lake toward Jack’s house, she saw no activity, like the other ten times she hauled her butt out of bed through the course of the night. She wondered if he was even home last night.
Clare padded off to the master bathroom, showered, slapped on some make-up, and took the blow dryer to her hair. She returned to her bedroom, looking for something to wear that didn’t require ironing; she simply didn’t have the energy.
She heard Dewey moving about in her kitchen. The smell of coffee drifted up the stairs. There was no doubt she needed coffee—desperately in need of a jump-start. Gripping the rail, she padded down the steps, her tired eyes only slits. As she reached the bottom step, she glanced into the living room. The blankets Dewey had used were neatly folded and stacked on the arm of the couch. She glanced to the left to find Dewey sitting at the kitchen table, reading yesterday’s newspaper, coffee mug in hand. His salt and pepper hair lay haphazardly over his brow, his uniform over the back of one of the kitchen chairs, and his duty belt over the back of another. He wore a pair of plaid sleep-pants and black AC/DC T-shirt, which stretched tightly over his rounded stomach.
When she stepped into the kitchen, Dewey looked up from the paper. “Good morning, Clare.”
“Morning, Dewey. Did you sleep well?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
She poured herself a cup of coffee, pulled out a chair at the table, and took a seat.
Dewey finished the article he was reading, folded the paper, and set it on the table. “Mind if I take a quick shower?”
“Not at all, help yourself to anything you need. The towels are in the cabinet behind the bathroom door.”
Clare read the newspaper and sipped on some coffee while she waited for him. About twenty minutes later, he resurfaced in the kitchen clean-shaven, smelling of Old Spice, and dressed in his uniform. He reached over and pulled his duty belt from the arm of the chair, and flung it around his waist, glanced toward the clock, and then toward her. “Are you ready to go to town?”
Clare cocked her head to the side and pulled her brows together. “Ready?”
“Aren’t you going to work today?” Dewey stammered.
“Yes.”
He nervously shifted his eyes to his feet. “We need to ride together.”
“What?”
Dewey fidgeted with his duty belt. “I’ll take you to work.”
“Dewey, I think I can drive myself, plus I have a couple of errands to run today. You don’t need to worry about it.”
“I’ll take you wherever you need to go. I’m under strict orders not to let you out of my sight.” Dewey’s eyes stayed fixed on hers. “Jack is only worried about your safety.”
Clare felt her blood pressure rising, and she lost control of her mouth. “Really? Well if he cares so damn much where the hell is he? Why isn’t he here himself, and why is he avoiding my calls?”
The last of Clare’s words hardly passed through her lips when she threw her hand over her mouth. She squeezed her eyes shut and sucked in a long slow breath. Opening her eyes, she focused them on Dewey. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”
“It’s okay. I understand. You’ve been through a lot lately.”
“It’s not okay for me to take it out on you. I’m sorry.”
She rose from her chair, grabbing her purse and laptop from the table. “I’m ready to go.”
She followed Dewey out of her house and toward Jack’s vehicle. The ride to town was quiet. Clare leaned her head back against the seat’s headrest. Inhaling slowly and deeply, she bathed in the comfort of Jack’s masculine scent, which lingered about his vehicle. God, how she wished he were here with her.
Clare opened her eyes when Dewey drove past City Hall. “Where are we going?”
Dewey kept his eyes forward. “The IGA. I have to pick up some doughnuts.”
“Oh, okay.”
Dewey parked the SUV and opened his door. He glanced back at Clare who didn’t make a move. “Are you coming in?”
Clare took the hint, opened her door, and slid out of the vehicle. She tried to shake her robotic movements as she followed Dewey into the IGA and over toward the bakery, but it was no use. It’s what she was today, a robot going through the motions.
She watched Dewey nervously lean toward the glass case housing the doughnuts. What got into him? Why was he so fidgety all of a sudden? His gaze shifted from the doughnuts up toward the ladies working behind the counter, landing on Lisa Overton, Clare’s client. He eyed the stunning ex-stripper as if she were the cherry on top of a hot fudge sundae.
After a moment, Lisa caught his stare, flashed him a smile, and walked toward him. His eyes lit up as she spoke to him. “Good morning, Dewey. The usual?”
The shy man nodded his head, and he hooked his nervous thumbs over his duty belt. He watched Lisa’s every move as she leaned into the glass case and filled the box with an assortment of doughnuts. Every now and then, she would flash her bright blue eyes in his direction, causing him to look away from her. She grinned each time.
Lisa set the box on top of the glass case, picked up a black marker, and priced the box. Then she reached back into the case and pulled out a chocolate covered, custard filled doughnut and handed it to Dewey. “Maybe we’ll see you out this weekend, Dewey?”
Dewey looked like he might die from excitement but all he could muster was a nod in Lisa’s direction. With one nervous hand, he lifted his custard doughnut to his mouth and took a bite, and with his other shaky hand, he grabbed the box from on top the glass case. He turned and headed for the checkout aisle with blazing speed.
Lisa smiled in Clare’s direction and leaned over the glass case. “He’s so sweet. Do you think he likes me?”
Clare studied Lisa’s eyes. They looked sincere. My God, she really does like him.
Clare smiled slightly at the thought of Dewey, the quiet, reserved forty year old, dating the young, gorgeous, ex-stripper; it actually kind of made sense. Clare shifted her eyes from Lisa to Dewey, who was out of earshot, and then back to Lisa. “There’s one way to find out. You could ask him out.”



CHAPTER 26
J ack parked his black, Chevy truck on Trumbull Avenue. He looked down the block toward a beige row house with brown shutters, and studied the tall, two story structure from top to bottom. The narrow house barely fit on its long, slim lot and was in desperate need of attention. The exterior paint was peeling to the extent it reminded him of a birch tree weathered by the elements, and the remaining shutters hung by threads. He continued to study the house. There looked to be no activity.
The clock on the dash read eight o’clock. He had driven through the night in an effort to reach Corktown, the Detroit neighborhood where Julia lived, as quickly as possible. The row house was not what he expected she would be living in. He couldn’t imagine she would settle for something so plain and poor.
A lady in a maroon Dodge minivan parked on the street in front of the house next to Julia’s. The thin, young, dark-haired woman got out of the van, opened the sliding side door and pulled a toddler from the car seat. She perched the toddler on her hip, slung a large handbag over her shoulder, shut the sliding door, and headed up the sidewalk toward the front door of the house next to Julia’s. A young man with curly, bright red hair, dressed in jeans and a green T-shirt, opened the front door for the woman and took the toddler from her arms. The woman pulled the front door shut as she passed through.
Jack raked his hand through his hair before grabbing his baseball cap off the passenger seat and pulling it on his head, and then gulped down the last of the coffee he got at a gas station an hour earlier. It was cold. He didn’t care. He slid out of his truck, crossed the street, and walked up the sidewalk toward the house where he watched the woman and child enter. The young, redheaded man answered the door when Jack knocked.
Jack peered over the man’s shoulder and watched the young woman while she stood in the archway between the living room and kitchen. She was watching and listening to the exchange between Jack and the man. Jack flashed his badge. “I’m Chief Ricco from Iron City, Michigan. I’m hoping you can give me a few minutes of your time. I’d like to ask you some questions about the woman who lives next door.”
Before the man could reply, the quick, pounding footsteps of the young woman drew closer. Her dark brown eyes emitted anger and her jaw looked so knotted, he thought maybe her teeth would crack from the pressure. He glanced back toward the man who now looked as though he would rather be anywhere, but here.
The woman released her jaw and fixed her eyes on Jack. “What did that home-wrecking, psycho bitch do now?”
“Excuse me? What do you mean?” Jack asked.
“She’s a freaking home-wrecker and stalker,” the woman snapped.
The redheaded man quickly turned. “Lacey, just calm down. We don’t know what this is about.”
Lacey’s mouth opened again but before she could say a word, the man held his hand up in the “stop” position and she held her tongue. The man looked back in Jack’s direction. “Let’s start over. I’m Marty O’Leary and this is my wife Lacey. As you can probably tell, my wife is not a fan of Julia’s. What can we help you with?”
“Well, for starters what can you tell me about Jul—”
“Well, for starters, she’s a home-wrecker! She’s the cause of my sister’s divorce,” Lacey interjected.
“What happened?”
Lacey glanced down at the toddler who sat on the floor playing with his fire truck, and then she glanced back up at Jack. “We had some family and friends over for a backyard barbeque for little Marty’s birthday almost a year ago. That’s when the affair started between my sister’s husband and Julia. Once the affair became public, my brother-in-law filed divorce papers on my sister so he could marry Julia, but she didn’t want to marry him. Come to find out my sister’s marriage wasn’t the first one she broke up. There have been a couple others in the neighborhood. It’s like this little game she plays only to see if she can do it. What kind of woman does that? God, I wish she would move away and leave us all alone.”
“Who do you mean by all?”
‘Our little neighborhood group. With the exception of her, it’s really quite a nice group. There are six of us who are stay-at-home moms, and we get together a couple times a week, so the kids can play together. We meet at the park on Mondays and Thursdays. I don’t know why she comes. It doesn’t make any sense.”
Lacey’s comment puzzled Jack. “Well, maybe she wants her son to be part of the playgroup,” Jack replied.
Jack could easily see the hint of surprise in Lacey’s eyes. “What are you talking about? She doesn’t have a son.”
Jack’s heart pounded in his chest and sweat beaded on his brow. Confusion filled him. “She doesn’t have a son?”
“Not that I’m aware of. She’s lived next door for about two years, and I've never seen children or heard mention of a son. That’s part of the reason it’s so creepy that she comes to the playgroup. I don’t get it. And what’s even creepier is she’s always volunteering to watch Angelina’s son. She even asked to borrow him for the weekend. What the hell is that about?”
Jack’s chest tightened. “What is Angelina’s last name, and do you know where I can find her?”
“Her last name is Mancini and she lives in the pale green, row house right behind us.”
Jack thanked the O’Leary’s for their time and headed out the door. He got into his truck, drove around the block, and parked in front of the Mancini house. He ran a hand over his face before he squeezed his eyes shut. He pinched the bridge of his nose using his thumb and forefinger to provide some relief from the pounding in his head.
Jack walked up to the front door of the Mancini house and knocked. No answer. He knocked again and still no answer. He went back to his truck and waited. His eyelids were heavy from no sleep in the past 24 hours and he wanted some shut-eye, but couldn't risk it in fear he'd miss the Mancini’s returning home.
A car door slammed and woke him. Glancing down at his watch, he saw it was nearly noon. He’d slept for almost two hours. Damn it! Across the street, he saw a young, dark-haired, olive skinned woman, and a little boy with the same hair color and skin tone, entering the Mancini house.
He slid out of the truck, walked across the street and up the sidewalk to the Mancini’s front door. The dark haired woman answered his knock.
“Can I help you?” The little boy was at her side.
Jack flashed his badge and introduced himself, “I’m Chief Ricco from Iron City. Are you Angelina Mancini?”
“Yes. What’s this about?”
“I’d like to ask you some questions about Julia Molonari.”
The woman blew out an exaggerated breath. “Oh, her, she’s kind of scary and freaks me out. I wish she would stay away from me and my family.”
“What does she do to make you uncomfortable?”
Angelina looked down and placed her hand on the top of the little boy’s head then looked back up at Jack. “This is my son Samuel. Julia seems to be drawn to him for some reason lately. I just don’t like the way she looks at him and always tries to get his attention. Sometimes, when we’re outside playing, I catch her watching us from the street. I feel like she’s stalking us or something.”
“Have you gone to the police?”
Angelina shook her head. “No, she hasn’t really done anything. She just makes me uncomfortable. She actually asked me if she could watch him for the weekend. I wasn’t looking for a sitter, she just volunteered. She’s creepy and really—like I’d leave my child in the hands of a hooker.”
The air drained from Jack’s lungs. He fought to fill them, and then he fought for a voice. “A hooker?” he asked, nearly choking on his words.
Angelina nodded. “Well, I guess the politically correct term in her case would be masseuse.”
“Are you sure? How do you know this?”
Angelina lifted her forefinger. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.”
Angelina and Samuel disappeared for a moment and when she returned to the door, she carried a folded up newspaper in her hand. She lifted the paper to show the picture on the front. The headline read, ‘Prostitution Ring Busted at Bonita’s Beauty Salon and Massage Parlor.’ Angelina pointed at Julia’s picture centered under the headline. “See, she’s right there. She was busted last Saturday night.”
Jack couldn’t believe his eyes. It was Julia all right, on the front page of the newspaper. She was handcuffed and lined up by a squad car with four other ladies.
“Thank you for your time, Ms. Mancini.”
Jack climbed back into his pickup and sat there for a moment, trying to make sense of everything and figure out his next move. He flipped down the sun visor and stared at the photo of the little boy Julia gave him the day before. The child sported jet black, curly hair with dark brown eyes. He resembled Angelina’s son Samuel, but it wasn’t him.
It was time to pay the local authorities a visit.



CHAPTER 27
A s Clare and Mandi ate their take-out lunch from the Family Diner in the lunchroom, all hell broke loose in the front office. In between the sobs of a toddler, they heard Julia tongue lashing Dewey. Clare and Mandi peeked around the doorway and down the hall. Dewey stood behind Mandi’s reception desk, and Julia stood on the opposite side with a wailing toddler perched on her hip. Clare eyed the toddler, trying to decide if he looked like Jack.
The ladies watched as Julia leaned over the counter and raised her forefinger to Dewey’s face. “Where the hell is he, Dewey? I don’t have time for this shit.”
“He’s out of town,” Dewey replied, maintaining his calm demeanor.
“That’s bullshit. I walked past his SUV not a minute ago in the parking lot. Now, where is he?” she asked as she made a run for Jack’s office.
She opened the door to Jack’s office then turned to face Dewey again. “You tell me right now where he is. I’m not leaving until he talks to me!” she screeched at the top of her lungs.
Her screech sent the toddler wailing even louder than before. She pulled the child from her hip and held him at arm’s length in front of her. She aligned her fury-filled eyes with his and vigorously shook him. “Shut up…just shut up.”
Dewey stepped toward her and the toddler, but Mandi reached her first, snatched the toddler from Julia’s hands, and quickly retreated to the other side of the reception counter. The toddler threw his arms around Mandi’s neck and clung to her as if his life depended on it. Mandi swayed him back and forth in an attempt to calm him. Julia lunged toward Mandi, and Dewey stepped into her path. “Just calm down. Everyone, just calm down.”
Julia slid her gaze from Dewey to Clare. Her sharp glare nearly burned a hole through Clare before she returned it to Dewey. She sucked in a couple of deep breaths. “Tell Jack, he can’t avoid me forever.”
Dewey nodded and Julia walked around the reception desk toward Mandi, who had successfully calmed the toddler. Julia wrapped her long, skinny fingers around the toddler’s waist and pulled him from Mandi. The second the toddler disconnected from Mandi, he cried hysterically. Julia perched him on her hip and exited City Hall without looking back. Silence filled the reception area.
After a moment, Dewey cleared his throat and looked at Clare and Mandi. “My God, it’s like the devil himself lives in her body.”
Dewey’s cell phone rang and he pulled it from his hip. Clare and Mandi watched as a soft smile drew across his face. “Sure…yes…that would be great. I’ll pick you up at seven at the IGA.”
Dewey flipped the phone shut and put it back in its holster.
“Dewey, was that who I think it was?” Clare asked.
Dewey’s smile grew wider, “Yup.”
Mandi’s curious gaze studied the two of them, “What, who, come on spill it.”
“I have a date tonight with the adorable Lisa Overton.”
“Shut up!” Mandi replied.
Dewey chuckled. “I will not shut up.” He glanced at Clare. “Actually, I guess we have a date tonight.”
“Dewey, I’m not going with you on that date. I’ll be fine by myself. You go and have a good time,” Clare said, shaking her head.
“I’m under strict orders not to let you out of my sight. If something happens to you on my watch, I might as well shoot myself in the head before Jack returns because he would kill me anyhow.”



CHAPTER 28
J ack introduced himself as he took a seat in the old wooden chair in front of Detective Downey’s desk. He watched him crumple up the fast food wrapper that lay on his desk. Jack studied Downey. He looked like a Marine, square jaw, buzz cut, physically fit, perhaps in his early fifties. Downey lifted his ceramic coffee cup to his lips and took a swig before he set it back on the round, leather coaster on his tidy desk.
“What can I do for you?” Downey asked.
Jack took the newspaper Angelina gave him and put it on Downey’s desk for him to see. He pointed at Julia’s picture. “I’m hoping you can give me the details of what went on here.”
Downey’s eyes grew wide. “You know her?”
Jack studied Downey’s intense gaze. A hint of unease coiled in his chest. Jack looked down at the newspaper, and then lifted his eyes to meet Downey’s again. “I used to be engaged to her.”
Downey's eyes didn't waver.
“What else has she done?” Jack asked
Downey flipped the newspaper around so Jack could view it in the upright position, and then leaned forward and pointed to a young lady in the photo, standing to Julia’s immediate right. “That’s Carmina Romano. She died in a house fire last Tuesday night. Looks like arson. We sent some samples to the lab, and we’re waiting for the results.”
Jack’s mind spun and his heart hammered in his chest. Any harder and he was sure his ribs would break. He leaned toward the photo to take a better look at Carmina. She was a cute, dark-haired woman who looked all of twenty years old. She was smaller than Julia, maybe five foot three and about one hundred twenty pounds or so.
Jack knew the answer to the question before he asked it, but he needed to hear it out loud. “What does this have to do with Julia?”
Downey cleared his throat and stared at Jack with serious eyes. “The fire fighters found Carmina in the house, handcuffed to water pipes in the bathroom.” Downey paused and took a breath. “Julia is a person of interest.”
Downey pointed at the newspaper photo again. “We’ve interviewed her other co-workers, but we’ve been unable to locate Ms. Molonari. The interviews with the others revealed Julia and Carmina were engaged in a heated argument last Saturday night at the massage parlor, shortly before the bust.”
“What were they arguing about?”
“Nobody seems to know for sure, but it apparently had something to do with Carmina’s eighteen month old son who is now missing.”
“Missing?”
“Carmina’s body was the only body found in the house. There was no sign of the toddler.”
Downey reached over and pulled a manila file from the top shelf of a plastic rack, which sat on the corner of his desk. He set the file in front of him, flipped it open, and pulled out a photo of Carmina’s son, Nicky. Before Downey could turn the photo around for Jack to better see, Jack blew out a heavy sigh. “I think know where the boy is.”
Jack leaned forward and pulled a photo from his back pocket. It was the photo Julia gave him the day before. The photo displayed the same dark-haired, little boy Downey’s photo displayed.
Jack took a minute to absorb the conversation. He tried to listen to his heart when it told him Julia would not do such a thing. She would not kill someone. She would not kidnap a child, and then try pass the child off as her own and his. Jack squeezed his eyes shut and sucked in a couple long, slow, deep breaths. Then his heart stopped talking, and his brain took over and reminded him what a selfish, manipulative, and evil creature Julia actually was. Jack put his sweaty palms on his thighs and slid them up and down twice, in an effort to dry them. He pulled his cell phone from his hip, flipped it open, and dialed Dewey’s number.
Dewey answered on the second ring. “Deputy Dewey.”
“Dewey, it’s Jack, we have a situation.” He paused to gather his thoughts. “It’s Julia. I need you to pick her and the child up.”
A brief moment of silence filled the air before Dewey filled the gap. “What has she done, exactly?”
Jack raked his hand through his hair and prepared himself to speak the words he needed to speak. “We’re bringing her in on a kidnapping charge.” Jack paused and refilled his lungs, “…and murder one.”
Silence filled the air again.
“Dewey, did you hear me?”
“Yes. Jesus. Chief, she was in City Hall not an hour ago.”
“You need to find her Dewey. She told me she was staying at the Comfort Inn.”
“I’m on it. Do you know what she’s driving?”
“I’m not sure, but she does have a navy ninety-nine, Buick Regal registered in her name.”
“When are you going to get back?”
“I’m still in Corktown, talking with the Detroit Police Department. Detective Downey and I will be done shortly, and then I’ll head back. I should be back around ten or eleven tonight. And Dewey, until Julia’s found, keep an eye on Clare.”
“Yes, sir.”
    
Jack wasn’t fifteen miles down the interstate when his cell phone rang. He knew by the ringtone that it was Dewey. He glanced at the phone resting in its holder on the dash. Reaching forward, he pressed the “answer” then “speaker” button.
“Hi, Dewey. Do you have her in custody?”
A few beats of silence passed before Dewey cleared his throat and answered, “She wasn’t at the Comfort Inn, and her vehicle isn’t in the parking lot.”
Jack slammed his fist against the dash. “Damn it!”
“Chief, it gets worse. She checked out this morning. The room was cleared out. We don’t have a clue as to where she is.”
Jack thought for a moment. “So, the last time you saw her was about an hour and a half ago, right?”
“Yup, and I’ve already contacted the police and sheriff departments within a hundred mile radius to be on the lookout for her.”
“Okay, Dewey, that’s good, but what if she didn’t leave town? Where could she be?”
“That’s the million dollar question. I’ve called in Jacobs and Hansen. We’re all looking for her, and Collins is sitting with Matt.”
“Good, that’s good. God, I wish I were there.”
“You can’t help it, Jack. We’re all doing our best.”
A pause fell over the air.
Jack cleared his throat. “Everything okay with Clare?”
“She’s as good as can be expected. Perhaps you should ask her yourself.”
Another pause fell over the air.
“She’s worried about you,” Dewey said.
“I know, I just… I can’t,” Jack stammered and then paused.
“I won’t let anything happen to her,” Dewey piped in.
“Has Matt recalled anything useful?”
“Nope, says he can’t remember anything.”
Jack disconnected the call. Dewey was right; he needed to talk to Clare. And though he wanted to talk to, he just couldn't bring himself to do so. He was so confused.
Was anyone as they seemed?
He struggled to accept that he'd so grossly misjudged Julia. But he did and he had to own up to it no matter how embarrassing. And Clare, what must she be thinking of him and his inability to read people and protect her–everyone. Were his feelings for her clouding his vision from the big picture and his ability to keep everybody safe?
Jack knew what he needed to do, though he didn't like it because it hurt Clare. For the sake of everyone's safety, it was for the best right now for him to separate his personal feelings for Clare and be the Chief right now.



CHAPTER 29
“Dewey, I’m not getting in that car with you,” Clare insisted as she stood on her porch with her hands on her hips.
“I’m not going on the date without you,” Dewey said.
“Are you hearing yourself? You have a date with Lisa. The last thing I’m sure either of you want is me tagging along on your first date.”
“I made a promise to Jack I would not let you out of my sight. You don’t want me to have to break my promise do you?”
She eyed Dewey. “Fine then, give me a minute to get my suitcase.”
Dewey pulled his eyebrows together. “Your suitcase,” he repeated.
“Yeah, to take on the guilt trip you’ve got me going on,” she snapped.
“Funny. Please, we’ll be late picking up Lisa.”
“Really, Dewey. I’ll be fine. Just go on your date.”
Clare watched as Dewey pulled his cell phone from his hip and sifted through his contacts. He pressed a couple of buttons, and then put his phone to his ear.
“Hi, Lisa, this is Dewey. I’m sorry, but I have to cancel our date tonight…yeah, me too. Bye.”
Guilt ripped through her veins like a tidal wave. “Oh, Dewey, you have to call her back. You can’t cancel your date because of me. You win. I’ll go, I’ll go. Just call her back.”
“So, you’ll get in the car now?”
“Yes.”
Dewey turned and headed toward his car. Clare followed and got in the passenger seat.
“Aren’t you going to call Lisa and tell her the date is back on?”
Dewey chuckled. “Why would I do that?”
Clare looked at him inquisitively for a moment. “You weren’t talking to her on the phone a moment ago, were you?”
“Nope.”
“You’re rotten, you know that?”
“So, I’ve been told.”
Clare laughed and playfully slugged him in the arm. “Well, this should go down in your book as one of your most interesting first dates.”
They picked Lisa up at the IGA a few minutes after seven. Clare moved into the back seat to allow Lisa to sit in the front, passenger seat.
Clare leaned forward and poked her head between Dewey and Lisa. “I’m really sorry for intruding on your date, Lisa, but I didn’t have a choice,” she said, shooting Dewey a look in the rearview mirror. Dewey smiled.
“It’s okay. I understand. Dewey’s got a job to do.” Lisa smiled at her date. “Always serving and protecting.”
Dewey drove to the Forester Inn Lodge. Midway through dinner, Clare’s cell phone rang. She glanced at the display. Sean’s name appeared. She put the phone on vibrate and tucked it back into her purse. Her conversation with Dewey and Lisa resumed, only to be interrupted by the humming of her phone moments later.
“Do you need to get that?” Dewey asked.
“No. I’m sorry. It’s not important. I’ll just turn it off.” Clare reached into her purse and retrieved her cell phone once again. Not surprising, Sean’s name blinked on the display screen again. She shook her head and blew out a sigh before she switched the phone off and dropped it back into her handbag.
The waitress approached the table with the dessert tray in hand. Between Sean calling and Jack not calling, Clare needed comfort food. She opted for the Death by Chocolate cake. Dewey and Lisa shared a piece of cherry pie a la mode. Clare forked a piece of cake into her mouth and watched as Lisa fed a bite of pie to her date. The gazing and feeding each other was the sweetest thing to watch. It was as if Dewey and Lisa had entered their own little world, forgetting their company.
“Ma’am, you have a phone call,” the busboy said as he handed Clare a cordless phone.
“What?”
“You have a phone call.”
Clare took the phone and placed it to her ear. She looked at Dewey. His inquisitive eyes were already on her.
She cleared her throat. “Hello.”
“How’s your cake?”
Clare froze in place. She felt the phone slipping from her hand. It clanked against the floor. Clare gasped for air, but her lungs wouldn’t fill. She gasped again. Her eyes shifted around the restaurant and bar but couldn’t find him. Where is he? Her body temperature rose as her heart raced. Sweat pooled in her underarms and rolled down her sides. It was one thing to call and text her when she thought he was in Milwaukee, but now he may actually be watching her.
“Hello…hello,” Dewey repeated into the phone receiver. He set the receiver on the table. “Clare, there’s nobody there. Who was it?”
She fought for her voice. “Sean, it was Sean.”
“What did he say to upset you so?”
A few moments of silence passed.
“What did he say?”
“He asked how my cake was,” she replied, glancing around the restaurant and bar again.
Dewey did the same.
“Do you think he’s here?”
“I don’t know. How else would he know where I was and what I was eating?”
“Was Sean the person calling on your cell phone?”
She nodded.
“How often has he been calling you?”
Clare sucked her bottom lip into her mouth and chewed on it.
“How often?” Dewey repeated.
“A lot.”
He arched a brow. “Ten times, twenty times, a hundred times?”
Clare reached into her purse and pulled out her cell phone. She turned it on and waited for it to load up, and then she scrolled through a couple of screens. “Between the texts and the calls, it would be one hundred and fifty-two times since I left Milwaukee… Actually, that’s since he was here.”
“Since Monday?” Dewey screeched. “Does Jack know?”
Clare shifted her eyes to the floor. “Not exactly, but I haven’t taken any of the calls or responded to his texts.”
"Okay, so you haven't taken his calls but what is he saying in his texts?"
"He started out by asking me if I’d come to my senses yet. Then he moved on to telling me how he wasn't going to wait forever for me, and that he may not be there when I came crawling back to him. After ignoring him for a while, he started with the childish name-calling, nothing new for him. Except before I had to actually listen to it. Honestly, Dewey, when he started with that I simply stopped reading the texts. If his name popped up on the display, I just clicked out of it. I'm done with it, with him. If there were a cell phone store here I would have bought a new phone and gotten a new number by now."
Dewey pulled his cell phone from his hip and started punching numbers.
“What are doing? Who are you calling?”
“I’m calling Jack.”
“You can’t. Please don’t. Sean’s just being a jerk… He’s just mad. He’ll get over it.”
Dewey’s fingers paused and he fixed his eyes on Clare. “Sean’s behavior isn’t normal and Jack needs to know. Don’t you think he deserves to know?"
“I didn’t want him to worry—” Clare started to reply before Dewey held his palm up. Jack must have answered the call.
Dewey stepped away from the table as he talked on his cell phone. He returned a few moments later, threw some cash down and motioned for her and Lisa to follow him. They loaded into his car, and he drove to Lisa’s apartment in town. He walked her to the door. Clare wondered what he was saying to her, and if he would give her a goodnight kiss. He looked like he was keeping his distance from her, but Lisa took it upon herself to narrow the gap. She stepped toward Dewey, rose up on her toes, and pressed her lips to his. She lingered for a moment before she pulled her lips away, turned, and pushed her way through the apartment complex’s doorway.
The smile across Dewey’s face as he walked back toward the car looked permanent.
They drove back to Clare’s house. Uncomfortable silence filled the air. Dewey’s smile faded and worry lines took residence around his eyes. He parked his car in the driveway, and they headed into the house.
“Are you going to say anything?” Clare asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, Jack. How’s Jack? What did he say about Sean? And when will he be home?”
Dewey looked down at his watch. “He should be home within the next couple of hours.”
“That’s it, that’s all I get?”
“I’m not sure what you want me to say. He’s worried. There’s a lot going on right now. Someone is after Matt, someone is after you. Could be the same person, or maybe it isn’t. He’s found out his ex-fiancé is wanted for murder and kidnapping, so the Feds are now involved. And now, he’s found out the woman he’s in love with is being stalked by her ex-fiancé and hasn’t said a word to him about it. You tell me, how do you think he feels?” Dewey snapped sharply.
Clare shifted her gaze to the floor.



CHAPTER 30
C lare lay awake in bed, thinking of all the ways she’d messed up lately, and wondering why she couldn’t get things right.
What is my problem?
She sat up, fluffed her pillows, and glanced at her clock. It was nearly midnight. She reached for her cell phone, but it wasn’t on the bedside table. That’s right, Dewey has it. All was silent in the house with the exception of Dewey’s rhythmic snoring, coming from her living room. Her eyes drifted shut.
A light knock sounded on her bedroom door, waking her from the sleep she finally drifted into.
“Yes.”
“Can I come in?”
Her heart fluttered at the sound of Jack’s voice. “Yes.”
The door creaked open, and he stepped through. His presence filled the room. The hint of moonlight peeking through the window blinds reflected off of his unusually pale skin, making it easy for her to see the deep worry lines covering his face. He looked exhausted. She wondered when he’d last slept.
Clare threw the covers back and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Jack stepped toward her and took a knee, aligning his eyes with hers, devouring her with his gaze.
She lifted her hands and placed them gently on his warm cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to cause you any more worry, and I thought he would go away.”
“I know.”
Clare leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. He kissed her tenderly, slow and sweet. When she parted her lips, his warm tongue passed through, gently caressing hers. His kiss turned deep and hard, wet and fast; her head spun. She wanted him and scooted toward the edge of her bed, separated her legs, grabbed his shoulders and pulled him close.
Her skin tingled when Jack ran his calloused hands slowly up her thighs. With only the touch of his lips and his hands to her thighs, she was already wet and ready for him. She would probably go crazy by the time he entered her. She tried to calm her racing heart, but the intensity of his touch wouldn’t allow it. If she had a heart attack and died right now, at least she would die a happy woman.
Jack’s hands floated with controlled ease up and under her nightgown. He released his lips from hers, and in one swift movement pulled her nightgown up and over her head. His hungry lips fastened to her breast while he cupped the other with his hand. Her breaths grew fast and uneven. Jack pulled his mouth from her breast and feasted on her other breast. His tongue flicked her nipple, and moisture flooded her panties.
“Jack.”
Pulling his hungry mouth from her breast, he looked up at her.
She reached down and yanked his shirt up over his head. He stood up and she unfastened the button on his jeans, wishing for more controlled hands but they remained greedy. She tugged on his jeans and they fell to the floor, and then she reached for his boxers and gave them a tug as well, exposing his magnificent erection. Her eyes widened.
He climbed in beside her, captured her gaze, and cupped her breast. His hand skimmed down and over her stomach then under the thin, elastic band of her panties. Within seconds, he’d slid them off her. Her body heated, blood nearly boiling in her veins. Jack dipped his finger into her, moistening it with her juices, and then he pulled his finger from her and circled her swollen bead. Her vision blurred. Raw need spurted through her. This was already more than she bargained for. At this rate, she would probably explode before he even entered her. She was willing to take the chance. “Jack.”
“Yes.”
“I want you in me.”
Jack positioned himself over her and held her with a look, the depth of his eyes intensifying with each passing moment. He slid himself into her and stroked her gently, never breaking his gaze. Her hands explored him, his soft skin, and his hard muscles. With each stroke, he drove her closer to paradise. Her hips met his, and a groan escaped her lips; she shook below him as he spilled himself into her. Her mind spun out of control; her body went limp, her bones molten. Shocked by the force of her own orgasm, she lay still, trying to catch her breath.
Jack lay motionless on top her for a moment. His cheek pressed to hers, his warm breath caressing her ear. The rapid beat of his heart thumped against her chest.
He rolled off her, pulling her along with him as he positioned himself on his back. She curled into the curve of his arm.
His gentleness moved her. His love surrounded her. Jack’s breaths grew slow and even. Exhaustion finally consumed him; he fell asleep.
The moonlight glistened off his skin, mesmerizing her. Her eyes grew heavy. She drifted into sleep.
    
Jack opened his eyes and glanced at the clock; it was nearly six in the morning. Clare’s soft, warm body lay pressed next to his. Her sexy, red-brown hair tickled his neck and smelled of spring rain. It felt right, so unbelievably right to be holding her. He never felt so sure of anything in his life. He eyed her small, round, breasts. Remembering how she felt wrapped around him, he debated waking her. Her snug-fitting vagina surrounded him with warmth and felt soft as velvet, and when she pulsated around him, it nearly drove him insane.
Clare shifted and his mind drifted to thoughts of her safety. He was certain Sean had something to do with the past events surrounding her, including the outhouse incident, the car accident, the ransacking of her house, and being tossed in the abandoned mine tunnel. Why, though, would Sean drag Matt into it? Why blow up Matt’s truck, stab him, and dump him in the mine with Clare? Did Sean think Matt and Clare had something going on? This didn’t make sense; especially since Jack tried to leave Sean with the impression he and Clare were together at the Forester Inn the other evening. And to top everything off, Sean produced legitimate alibis.
As for Julia, what the hell was she up to? Jack’s heart felt like a lead weight when he thought about her. How did he ever love someone so cold and heartless? Murderer? Kidnapper? Wanted by the Feds?
Jack shook his head. Get it together. Figure this out before anyone else gets hurt.
Clare flipped over. Her soft, silky hair fanned out over her pillow. He reached and ran his fingers through it. He debated waking her, taking her again.
The rustling noise coming from downstairs let him know that Dewey must be up. Jack eased himself out of bed and headed toward the bathroom. He needed a shower. He flipped the hot water on as high as it would go. The streaming water felt good pelting against his weary skin. Reaching for the bar of soap, a small, pale hand snatched it up before he could. He turned to find Clare’s big, emerald green eyes fixed on him.
“Good morning, Jack.”
“Morning.”
Clare lathered her hands, and then stepped closer to him, pushing the front of her body firmly to his backside. She reached around him, took him in her hand, and stroked him a few times before she slid her thumb lightly over the sensitive tip of his penis. His breathing intensified in proportion to his growing need to have her. He spun around to face her, and then pinned her to the shower wall, capturing her mouth in a rough, desperate kiss. She matched his desperation. He tore his mouth free and fastened it to her breast. God, he loved her soft, round breasts. They were like creampuffs to him, only better.
He tugged at her nipple with his teeth—she groaned. It was as if madness overcame him. He needed to have her, now. He slid his hands around her waist and hoisted her up. Instinctively, she wrapped her legs around him and hooked her ankles together; he plunged inside her deep, hard, and fast, stroke after desperate stroke. She tossed her head back as another groan escaped her luscious mouth.
Through his blurred vision, he watched the ecstasy grow on her face before crying out his name as she climaxed and pulsated around him. The sound of his name rolling off her tongue, while he emptied himself into her, nearly drove him insane. His husky groan echoed off the shower walls.
Jack rested his forehead against Clare’s. He freed one arm and placed the palm of his hand against the shower wall to steady himself, still holding her firmly with his other arm. He pulled his head back and lost himself in the sea of green staring back at him.
God, she’s beautiful.
He wanted to tell her but his overflowing emotions choked off his speech.



CHAPTER 31
J ack, Clare, and Dewey arrived at City Hall to find Officers Hansen and Collins already waiting for them in the small conference room. Officer Jacobs was sitting with Matt at the hospital.
Jack started the meeting. “It’s no secret why I’ve called you all here.”
Jack shifted his gaze to Officer Hansen. “Sorry, Hansen, I know you worked all night, but we have to get to the bottom of this.”
“No problem, sir.”
“All right, let’s start with what we know. It’s obvious someone has it out for Matt and Clare. Is it the same person or people, or do we have more than one issue going on here?”
Dewey hung a photo of Sean Krane on the board. “As you know, this is Sean, Clare’s ex-fiancé. He’s paid her a couple of visits since she’s been here, and he’s called and texted her at least one hundred and fifty times since Monday. The latest incident was last night. It’s possible he’s in town, but we don’t know for sure. He alibi’s out for every incident other than last night’s.”
“Motive, other than the obvious?” Hansen asked.
“Seems as though it’s just the obvious. Clare left him. He has control and anger issues,” Jack replied.
“Well, it could explain his issue with Clare, but what about Matt?” Hansen asked.
“It’s possible Sean thought they were seeing each other.” Jack choked out.
Dewey hung a photo of Julia on the board. “You all know Julia Molonari. After a couple years of absence from Iron City, she reappeared in the midst of all this.”
Jack raked his hand through his hair. “As you all know from my call yesterday, Julia is wanted for the murder of Carmina Romano and kidnapping her eighteen-month-old son, Nickey."
“Motive?” Hansen asked.
“Not a hundred percent sure, but it may be some sort of attempt to get Jack back. It seems her life went to shit in lower Michigan. Maybe she’s looking for an out,” Dewey offered.
Hansen looked in Clare’s direction. “It might explain Clare, but it doesn’t explain Matt.”
Collins grunted and squirmed in his chair. Jack’s eyes zoned in on him. “Do you have something to share?”
“Chief, say Julia came back for Matt, and then found out Matt and Clare were an item, which would give her motive to want to get even with both.”
Jack thought for a moment. “I suppose it’s possible, but she came to me with the boy, not Matt.”
“Yeah, it’s probably not the case, but who knows what’s going through her mind right now. She allegedly killed a woman and kidnapped her child. Maybe, she thought she got away with the murder, and to try to get out of the situation completely, she saw you as a likely candidate to dump the child off on. After all, the kid does resemble you. And perhaps she thought you, being a nice guy, would take her word for it about the child and keep him. Then she walks away scot-free,” Collins replied.
Clare drummed her fingers on the table while she stared at the pictures of Julia and Sean. All eyes shifted to her. “What are you thinking, Clare?”
She slid her gaze from the photos to Jack. “What about the guy from the ball field?”
“What guy? Who do you mean?”
“The guy that you stopped from fighting Matt.”
“That was Dale Spitza. He and Matt have been going at it for years. I’m not sure why, they just have. Nothing ever really comes of it.”
Collins chuckled.
Jack glared in his direction. “Something funny?”
Collins snapped to attention. “No, sir.”
“Then why did you laugh?”
Silence filled the air.
“Collins!” Jack barked.
“You might want to ask Matt why Dale hates him. I’ve only heard rumors but if they’re true, I could see the motive.”
“Rumors, what rumors?”
Collins fidgeted in his seat. “Matt’s doing Dale’s wife.”
Jack pressed his fingers to his temples, hoping to alleviate the pain shooting through his head. It didn’t work. He expelled a breath. “Christ, when in the hell is he going to learn?”
“Dewey, Clare, come with me. We’re going to see Matt. Collins and Hansen, you guys patrol and keep an eye out for Sean’s 2013 black BMW, and Julia’s navy ninety nine Buick Regal.”
    
Jack, Dewey, and Clare walked down the sterile, hospital hallway toward Matt’s room. They saw Officer Jacobs standing outside the doorway, chatting with a nurse.
Jack nodded at Jacobs. “Morning, Jacobs.”
“Morning, Chief.”
They entered Matt’s room to find him watching the Price is Right.
Clare walked up to the side of the bed. “Good morning, Matt. How are you feeling?”
“Actually, I’m feeling really good. Hoping to get out of here soon.”
“That’s great.”
Clare pointed at the four identical floral bouquets on the window ledge. Each arrangement consisted of four pink carnations, some greens, and an identical “Get Well Soon” balloon. “Those are nice. They’re all the same,” she said as if maybe Matt didn’t notice.
“What a coincidence, huh?” Matt chuckled. “Only one florist in town.”
Jack took a step forward, narrowing the gap between himself and Matt. Dewey closed in on the opposite side of the bed.
“Well, now that we’re through with the pleasantries, we have some questions for you,” Jack said. “It seems you may have left out a bit of information when we questioned you the other day. So, I’ll ask you again. Is there anyone you can think of who might want to hurt you?”
Matt swung his gaze from Jack to Dewey to Clare, and then back to Jack. He cleared his throat and shrugged. “No,” he sheepishly replied.
“God damn it, Matt! This isn’t funny! You do realize, you were stabbed and left for dead. Do you even care you may have brought an innocent party into your problems?”
Jack’s heart raced. He wanted nothing more than to grab Matt by his shoulders and shake some sense into him.
Dewey leaned forward. “Is it possible Dale Spitza is responsible for blowing up your truck or stabbing you?"
Matt sucked his chapped bottom lip into his mouth and chewed on it for a moment as he shifted his eyes among all the parties in the room. His gaze lingered on Clare.
“Matt!”
Matt’s eyes focused on Jack. “Sorry, but I can’t talk about this in front of her.”
Jack leaned toward Clare. “Please wait in the hall with Jacobs.”
“Okay.”
The door shut. Matt closed his eyes, inhaled deeply, and blew out a sigh. He opened his eyes and glanced at both Jack and Dewey before using the back of his hand to wipe the beads of sweat from his brow. As if a dam broke, the words began to flow out of his mouth.
“I suppose Dale could have something to do with it, but I really doubt it. He gets pissed at me, but it’s not for what you think.”
“Are you sleeping with his wife?”
Matt sighed.
“It’s a simple question. Are you, or not?”
“Well, yes, but it’s not like I want to.”
Jack shook his head. “What in the hell are you talking about? If you don’t want to sleep with her, why are you?”
A few beats passed with Matt appearing to struggle to conjure up his response. “Have you seen Pam Spitza? It’s not like… Well, she used to be kind of hot but since she had that second kid, she’s really let herself go.”
“So again, why are you sleeping with her?”
“It was part of the agreement!” Matt snapped. He wove his nervous fingers together and rested them on his stomach.
“The agreement? What in the hell are you talking about?” Jack asked.
“You know for a trained observer, you’re sometimes pretty oblivious to what goes on around you.”
Jack’s jaw tightened. He fought to loosen it. “Enlighten me.”
“Who’s the mayor?” Matt asked.
“What? Can we just get on with it?”
“That’s what I’m trying to do. The mayor, who’s the mayor?”
“Milo Colombino,” Jack answered through gritted teeth.
“And the Mayor’s daughter is?”
“Kaye Hiltonen.”
Jack transferred his weight from one foot to the other and leaned toward Matt. “God damn it, Matt! I don’t have time for this bullshit! Your life is in danger,” he pointed in the direction of the doorway, his voice raised an octave, “and Clare’s life is in danger. I need to know what in the hell is going on, and if you don’t spill it in less than three seconds—”
“All right! Either way I’m fucked!”
Jack caught Matt’s fearful gaze and waited.
“Milo, he’s got connections and Kaye, that psycho bitch, uses them.”
“Are you talking about the Mafia rumors?”
“They’re not rumors. Look at him. He’s the mayor of this podunk town. How much does that pay? And look at what he’s got—a huge house and collector cars. He drives a Mercedes, for crissake.” Matt shifted his gaze from Jack to Dewey and back to Jack, “Look at Kaye and Brian. They don’t work and look what they have.”
“Old family money,” Dewey piped in.
Matt focused on Dewey. “You’re right, old family money straight from Uncle Guido in Chicago.”
Dewey rested his butt against the window ledge, and Jack continued to stand at Matt’s bedside. A belt of unease wrapped around Jack’s chest. Realization set in and he was certain there was some truth to what Matt was saying about Milo, but to what extent? He needed to know now. He couldn’t protect Clare and Matt unless he knew what he was up against.
“I think it’s time you tell us the whole story.”
Matt closed his eyes and drew in a long, slow breath. He held it for a moment then emptied his lungs. “Yeah, I know, I’ve lived this charade long enough, nearly six years.” He shook his head. “I’m tired. I can’t do it anymore.”
“Okay, then, let’s have it.”
“Dale’s pissed because I haven’t been satisfying his wife lately.”
Jack shot a quick glance at Dewey and then looked back at Matt. “Come again.”
“I’ve been fulfilling the terms of the agreement, but apparently not to the level the girls have grown accustom to.”
“The girls? I thought we were only talking about Dale’s wife, Pam?”
Matt shifted his eyes to his lap. “No, according to the agreement, I have to do them all.”
“Them all? Who all?"
“The Freaky Foursome: Kaye, Pam, Brenda, and Dawn.
“What?”
“According to the agreement, I have to have sex with Kaye on Mondays, Pam on Tuesdays, Brenda on Wednesdays, and Dawn on Thursdays,” Matt said, expelling a breath and leaning his head back onto his pillow. His shoulders sagged. He acted as though a huge weight had been lifted from him.
Dewey rose from the window ledge and in one quick step was at Matt’s bedside. “Let me get this right. Every Monday through Thursday, you are under some sort of agreement to have sex with one of the Freaky Foursome, and now one of the husbands is pissed you’re not satisfying his wife?”
Matt nodded at Dewey. “Yeah. Think about it, Dewey. If I’m doing Pam, that means Dale doesn’t have to.”
Jack cleared his throat, drawing their attention. “So, you’re telling us Milo makes you have sex with the girls?” Jack ran his hand over his face. “Dare I ask why?”
“Shortly after Kaye married Brian Hiltonen, she and I had an affair which lasted several months. When I broke it off, she didn’t take it very well. She went to her dad and well…Milo paid me a little visit and convinced me not to end the affair.”
Jack shook his head. “You expect me to believe Milo forced you to keep having an affair with his married daughter for nearly six years?”
“Jesus Christ, you’ve been having sex four times a week with four different women for nearly six years?” Dewey asked in amazement.
“Not exactly, the others weren’t part of the agreement until about five years ago,” Matt answered flippantly.
“Focus, Matt. I want the all the details and I want them now!”
“Okay. Kaye told her dad she was in love with me and wanted to divorce Brian. Milo wouldn’t let her get a divorce because Catholics don’t do that. Apparently, Catholics are allowed to have secret affairs. Milo wanted to keep his daughter happy, so he paid me a visit— hence, my Monday night schedule.”
“What about the rest of the girls? How do they fit in?”
Matt poured himself a glass of water out of the tan, plastic pitcher that sat on the small dresser next to his hospital bed. He sucked down the full glass of liquid without coming up for air.
“Kaye is her father’s daughter. She decided one day Pam, Brenda and Dawn should share in her good fortune because, you know, they do everything the same. Therefore, my Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday schedules.”
“Christ, Matt, did the others even want to?”
Matt shook his head. “Not at first. By this time, they were all married but because Kaye wanted them to, they did. Kaye’s running her own little ring over there. Those girls don’t do anything without her giving the go ahead. It’s like Milo is grooming her to take over the family business or something.”
Jack raked his hand through his hair. “Do you know how crazy this sounds?”
“Do I ever, and I’ve been living it. Believe it or not, it’s hell.”
“So, what went wrong? Where’s the problem here?” Jack asked.
Matt looked away from Jack and stared out the window for a moment. “You’re not going to like the answer.”
“Try me.”
Matt returned his gaze Jack. “Clare, the problem is Clare.”
“How so?”
“New girl in town. Beautiful. I took her to dinner and stopped at her place a couple of time. It made me late for my appointments, and well, really not motivated to keep my appointments any longer.”
Jack’s hands tightened around the bedrail.
“Simmer down Jack. I know now she only has eyes for you, and you don’t know how difficult this whole thing has been for me all these years.”
“Hmf, who are you trying to kid? Having sex four times a week with four different women is a hardship for you?”
Matt’s face turned somber. “Believe it or not, it is Jack. It’s cost me my best friend and a woman I once loved.”
“What?”
“As long as I’m spilling my guts and am likely to wind up in a dumpster somewhere, or in the bottom of the collapsed mine pit, I may as well tell you everything. It’s been eating at me for years, and I’m sick and tired of keeping it inside.”
Matt paused. He looked as though he was trying to get his thoughts in order.
“Out with it. The clock is ticking. Dewey and I have work to do.”
“Okay, okay. You and Julia. This has cost me both of you. Jack, you need to know we never intended to hurt you, but it was the only way we could be together.”
“What are you talking about?” Jack asked impatiently.
“The reason I wanted to end my affair with Kaye was because Julia and I started seeing each other. From the very first moment, we knew we were in love.”
“But you didn’t start dating Julia until after she and I were already dating. If I’m piecing the timeline together correctly, you tried to end your affair with Kaye before I even started dating Julia. It’s not adding up.”
Matt hung his head. “I’m sorry, but it does actually add up. Julia and I dated long before you and she dated.”
Jack shook his head. “I don’t understand.”
Matt sighed. “Julia and I were seeing each other. We wanted to get married, but I knew I couldn’t because neither Kaye nor Milo would let me. I hoped Kaye would move on or find someone else at some point, but she didn’t and still hasn’t. At any rate, Julia and I came up with this plan on how we could at least see each other regularly, maybe not be alone so much, but at least see each other.”
Jack closed his eyes and expelled a breath. “This is where I came in, I take it?”
“Well, we knew if she started dating you, she and I would always be around one another because you and I were always hanging out together. We kind of freaked out when you proposed and didn’t know what to do. Everyone was so involved at this point.”
Jack stood silent. His mind spun as he fought to sort out what Matt told him. He believed Matt’s story but wasn’t sure if he should be pissed for how he was played for such a fool, or if he should feel sorry for Matt because of his predicament. Then he thought about Clare, and Matt and Julia didn’t matter to him any longer. Though he still wondered about Julia’s involvement and where she was.
Matt kept his eyes fixed on Jack. “Are you going to say anything?”
After a few beats, Jack cleared his throat. “So, if I’m hearing you right, there are a lot of people who may want to harm you.”
“I guess, but that’s it? That’s all you have to say after what I just told you?”
Jack had nothing…no words. He nodded at Matt and motioned to Dewey to follow him out of the room. They stepped into the hall where Clare stood talking with Officer Jacobs. All eyes focused on Jack.
“Are you okay?” Clare asked.
Jack thought for a moment. Was he okay? He wasn’t sure. What was he to make of the whole Matt and Julia thing? He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to clear his mind. If he could rid his thoughts of Matt and Julia, he could focus on the priority task at hand. He needed to figure out who was behind running Clare off the road, ransacking her house, blowing up Matt’s truck, stabbing him, and then tossing both Clare and Matt in the mine tunnel. Then of course, there was Julia, murderer and kidnapper. Focus, Jack.
God damn it, focus!
Clare reached over and touched his forearm. His eyes zoned in on her thin, pale fingers for a second before he pulled his arm from her, as if were severely burned by her touch, and took a step back.
Her eyes stayed fixed on him and held his. He tried to free his gaze from hers, but it was as if she wouldn’t release him. She looked confused, concerned, and hurt. He hurt her just now. He hadn’t wanted to, but he knew he did. Her eyes looked watery.
Jack fought to soften his voice. “Clare, I need you to stay here with Jacobs. Can you do it for me, sweetheart? Dewey and I have some business to attend to.”
Clare nodded.
Jack turned his attention to Jacobs. “Don’t let her or Matt out of your sight. Understood?”
“Yes sir.”



CHAPTER 32
J ack radioed Collins and instructed him to pick up Dale Spitza and meet him and Dewey at the police station. They prepared their questioning while they waited in the holding room. Nearly thirty minutes passed before Collins and Dale arrived.
Jack eyed Dale as they walked toward him. He looked exhausted and thinner than normal. His dark, haloed eyes nearly sunk into his head. Remnants of twigs and leaves littered his brown, curly hair. Mud clung to his work boots.
“Take it you were working?” Jack asked.
Dale kept his focus on Jack but didn’t say a word.
“Yeah, he was. I found him at the logging site between Bear Lake and Mill Road,” Collins offered.
Jack pointed at the chair on the opposite side of the gray metal table he and Dewey stood by. “Take a seat. We have a few questions for you.”
Dale pulled out the chair and sat.
“Where did you go last Tuesday night after I saw you at the ballgame?” Jack asked.
Silence filled the air.
“Dale, where did you go?”
Dale squeezed his eyes shut and blew out a sigh. After a couple of beats, he opened his eyes and raked his hand through his hair. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his brow. His shoulders lifted in unison with the deep breath he sucked in and lowered as he emptied his lungs. “I went home.”
“Did you stay there, or did you go anywhere else?”
“I went to Matt’s house.”
“Did you stab Matt?”
Dale looked down and wiped the sweat from his forehead again.
All at once, Pam Spitza bounded through the doorway of the holding room. She zoned in on Dale, stepped toward him, dropped to her knees, and sobbed hysterically into his lap. He reached down and lifted her to his lap. He rocked her back and forth, “Shh, honey, it’s okay. Everything will be fine.”
Dale looked up toward Jack. “Yes, I did.”
Pam separated herself from her husband, stood at his side, and stared down at him. She caught her breath. “You did what?”
He cleared his throat. “I stabbed Matt.”
“No!” she screamed as her hysterical sobs resumed. Her chest rose and fell as she gasped for air. It took several attempts, but she filled her lungs. “He didn’t do it. I did!”
Dale stood up and stepped toward his wife. He caught her gaze with his. “No, you didn’t. I did, and that’s all there is to it,” he said softly, pulling her into his arms.
Jack, Dewey, and Collins exchanged looks. Jack cleared his throat, drawing the Spitzas’ attention. “Why don’t you both take a seat and tell us what really happened?”
Dale and Pam shared a glance, and then sat. He held his wife’s hand.
Jack took a seat at the table as well. “Pam, did you pay Matt a visit last Tuesday night?”
Pam looked down, tugged at a string on her blouse, and wrapped it around her finger a couple of times before she slid her gaze to her husband. He nodded at her. She released the string. “Yes.”
“Did you stab Matt?”
“No.”
“Do you know who did?”
Pam nodded. Tears streamed down her round cheeks. Dale reached over and swiped her tears with his hand.
“Who Pam? Who stabbed Matt?”
“Kaye.”
“Do you know it for sure?”
Pam nodded.
“How do you know? Did you see her do it?”
“No, but she called me and told me she did.”
“Why would she call and tell you something like that?”
Pam shifted her gaze to Dale. He nodded at her, and she continued her story. “She was still at Matt’s when she called me. She said I needed to come over, help her get rid of the body, and take the fall if need be. She thought she killed him, and she couldn’t get a hold of Milo.”
Jack pulled his two-way radio from his duty belt. He lifted it to his mouth and radioed Hansen. “I need you to stop by the station and get Collins, and then go pick up Kaye Hiltonen. Collins will fill you in on the way.”
“Be there in a minute. I’m on Main Street now,” Hansen replied.
Collins exited the holding room.
“Pam, why would you help her and take the fall for her?”
She looked at Dale. He nodded again.
“She said if I didn’t do this, she would have Milo take care of Dale. He would make it look like I did it, and then my kids would grow up in foster care. They would have one dead parent and another in prison.” Tears streamed down her cheeks again. She sucked in a breath, “I couldn’t have my kids raised in foster care, Jack. I just couldn’t! And Dale…” her words turned to sobs.
“Calm down. Just tell me what happened when you got to Matt’s,” Jack demanded.
Pam sniffled and used her shirtsleeve to dry her tears. “When I got to Matt’s, she and I argued about what to do with him. I wanted to bring him to the hospital. I really did, but she wouldn’t let me.”
“Did she say why she did it?”
She shifted her gaze from Jack to Dale, and then to the table. “Because he broke the terms of the agreement when he didn’t show up for our appointment that night,” Pam whispered.
“Your standing, weekly appointment?”
“Yes.”
He easily read the shame in her eyes.
“I could be wrong, but it seems to me that you weren’t really on board with this arrangement. Why did you agree to it?”
“It’s not like we had a choice. She made us do it and honestly, none of us thought it would last this long. We figured she would get bored, find someone else to manipulate and move on, but she didn’t. She really loves Matt.”
“Loves him enough to kill him? And who exactly is ‘we’?” Jack asked.
“Well, you know how it is. If she couldn’t keep him, no one else could have him. And as I’m sure you are aware, Kaye has sucked Dawn and Brenda into this arrangement as well.”
“Help me understand this. You just said Kaye loves Matt and wants him for her own, yet she brought you, Dawn, and Brenda into the arrangement as well?” Jack glanced at Dale then back to Pam. “You all have sexual intercourse with Matt, and Kaye’s fine with it, yet Julia couldn’t?”
“Yes, but there’s a difference between us and Julia.”
“And that is?”
“We don’t want to have sex with Matt, we don’t love him. Julia did and look where she is now.”
“What do you mean, ‘where she is now,’ and how did Kaye force you guys into this arrangement and keep you there?”
Pam paused, shook her head, and blew out a heavy sigh. Jack could easily see her exhaustion, worry, and relief as she rid herself of this burden. “I’m guessing you already know after Kaye married Brian, she and Matt had an affair. Kaye wanted to leave Brian, but Milo wouldn’t allow it. He did allow them to see each other on the side. At some point, Matt hooked up with Julia, and they fell in love. Matt tried to end it with Kaye, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She wanted to keep him for her own. It’s my understanding that Milo paid Julia off and she disappeared. You know how material she is. Anyway, several weeks later, she reappeared in Iron City. I guess she decided she would rather have Matt versus Milo’s money.”
Jack zoned out for a moment. His chest tightened. He recalled how Julia returned to Iron City to reconcile with him, or so he’d thought. Evidently, she returned to make amends with Matt. How was I so blind?
He returned his attention to Pam. “What happened then?”
“Look at her, Jack. Milo discontinued her payoff, and now she’s working as a hooker in a massage parlor. She’s wanted for murder and kidnapping. This is what happens when you go against Kaye and Milo. I have a family to protect. I can’t wind up like Julia.”
“I still don’t understand why Kaye wants all of you to have a relationship with Matt.”
“Because she can. She’s been bossing us around since we were in grade school, and well, misery loves company. She’s miserable with her life, so we should all be miserable. She's jealous that Dawn, Brenda and I are in loving marriages.”
Jack shook his head in disbelief. “Do you know how crazy this all sounds?”
Pam and Dale both nodded. “Crazy, but true.” Pam added.
“Okay, so what happened after you arrived at Matt’s house Tuesday night?”
“Like I said, she wanted me to help her get rid of the body. She thought she’d killed him. We were in the midst of arguing about what to do when a set of headlights lit up the road in front of Matt’s house. The car slowed as it went by, but it never stopped. Kaye kind of freaked out and as she ran toward her car, she ordered for me to get rid of the body.”
Pam paused and looked at her husband. He nodded. She turned her attention back to Jack and pressed on in her shaky voice. “Matt was lying on the ground next to his truck, blood seeping through his shirt. His breathing was real shallow. In fact, there was such a lengthy pause between his breaths, I was sure it wouldn’t be long before he was gone. I called Dale to help me. I didn’t have the strength, physically or mentally, to do it myself.” Pam patted her eyes with her shirtsleeve.
“What happened next?”
“I asked Dale to meet me at the park pavilion down the street, so we could figure out what to do. I didn’t want anyone to see my van in Matt’s driveway. When Dale arrived, he insisted we take our chances with Milo and Kaye and call for help. I hopped into Dale’s truck, and we drove back to Matt’s to find he was no longer there.”
Jack was sure his jaw hit the metal table in front of him. Dewey's mouth hung open as well. “Are you telling me someone stole Matt while you were gone?”
Pam nodded. “We called out for him and took a look around, and he was nowhere to be found. I even used his spare key and checked inside the house.”
“How long were you gone from the scene?”
“Five minutes, maybe ten, tops.”
“So, you just left?”
“Yes, we assumed Kaye finally got a hold of Milo, and he sent someone for the body.”
Jack ran his hand over his face.
Officer Hansen’s voice sounded over the two-way radio, “There’s no one home at Kaye Hiltonen’s house.”
“Did you try Milo’s house?”
“Yup, no one there either.”
“Keep an eye out for both of them. We need to talk with them.”
“Pam, can you identify the make, model, or color of the car which drove by when you and Kaye were at Matt’s. Did you happen to notice how many people were in the car? Did you notice anything, anything at all about the car or the driver?”
Pam shook her head. “It was nighttime, so it was hard to see. All I know is the car was a dark color. It could have been black, blue, or maybe brown. I don’t know.”
The alert sound on the two-way radios blared, echoing in the holding room. Dispatch radioed a lockdown at the hospital, the kind typically used when a baby has been snatched from the nursery. Jack’s heart leaped into his throat. He couldn’t breathe; the lockdown wasn’t for a missing baby, it was for Clare. He felt it.
Dewey’s cell phone rang. He pulled it from his hip and glanced at the display. “It’s Jacobs,” he said as he tapped the phone to answer the call. “Uh huh…I see…okay…we’ll be right there.” He disconnected the call and stared at the phone display.
“Everything okay?”
Dewey lifted his worry-filled gaze to meet Jack’s. He swallowed hard. “Clare’s gone. Jacobs said she went to the bathroom and never came back.”
“Well, maybe she’s still in there,” Jack stammered, desperation in his tone.
Dewey shook his head.
Jack’s body tensed, and he fisted his hands. The adrenaline rushing his veins was uncontrollable. Much like he imagined he would be when he gets his hands on the bastard who took Clare.



CHAPTER 33
C lare had been visiting with Matt for nearly two hours, and she hoped Jack would return soon. Matt filled her in on the details of his arrangement between him and the Freaky Foursome. Her mind processed the information. She didn’t doubt his story one bit. It all made sense to her now, what the ladies said to her during their sessions. The cheating prick wasn’t their husband, it was Matt. Other than Kaye, the ladies didn’t really mind Matt wasn’t fulfilling his obligation. They were more concerned Kaye would think they weren’t doing as instructed and they feared her retribution.
Clare drummed her fingers on the end table next to her chair.
“What’s on your mind?” Matt asked.
“I was thinking about some of the things Pam, Brenda, Dawn, and Kaye said to me during their sessions.” Clare replied then hesitated to think for a moment. "Kaye is that manipulative, isn’t she?”
Matt nodded. “Yeah, but just plain evil is more like it.”
“She didn’t really want counseling. She just wanted to keep a close watch on me, didn’t she?”
Matt lowered his eyes. “I’m sorry. I never meant to involve you in this. You’re a breath of fresh air, and I only wanted to spend some time with you.” He paused and sucked in a breath. “I’m so tired of the whole thing—have been for years. I want my life back.”
Clare lifted herself up from her chair. “Do you know where the nearest ladies’ room is?”
“Down the hall to the left, near the exit.”
“I’ll be right back.”
She pushed through the door of Matt’s room, drawing Officer Jacob’s attention as she stepped into the hall, “Do you need something?” he asked.
“The ladies’ room.”
“Oh,” Jacobs replied, pointing down the hall.
As Clare walked the short distance toward the restrooms, she stared out the tall floor to ceiling windowpanes and glass door at the end of the corridor. The door emptied into a parking lot. The bright, late morning sun reflected off the windshields of the cars, making it difficult to see.
Using her hand, she shielded her eyes from the sun. She entered the bathroom, walked past the first two empty stalls, and entered the last one in the row. There was no one else in the bathroom.
Through the noise of the flush, she heard the bathroom door open. Heavy footsteps sounded as the door squeaked shut. She didn’t think much of it until a deep, masculine groan echoed off the bathroom walls. The hair on her arms stood up; fear rippled through her.
Someone entered the middle stall. Clare looked down. The gap between the bottom of the stall wall and floor was tall enough to allow her to see a pair of large feet. Toes pointed to the side in her direction, not toward the front of the stall or the back. The feet sported shiny, leather men’s’ dress shoes.
Oh my God, it's Sean! Those are the shoes I bought him last year for Christmas!
Her heart jumped into her throat. What was he doing in Iron City? What was he doing in the women’s restroom?
Clare stepped away from the stall partition and pressed her back to the wall. She plunged her hand into her purse in search of her cell phone. If she could reach Jack, he would take care of this. Her fingers gripped her cell at the same moment Sean reached over the stall and yanked her up by her hair; her feet left the floor. She tried to scream, but her throat closed. She clawed at Sean’s arms in an attempt to free herself.
He gave another good yank, and then released her hair. Her weak knees couldn’t support her and she tumbled to the floor. Sean reached under the stall, grabbed her by her ankles, and pulled her into the second stall with him. He stood her up and pinned her to the partition with his lean body. She fought to get away, but he was too strong.
Gripping her chin, he tilted her head upward until her eyes aligned with his cold, evil eyes. His penetrating stare was enough to scare the devil himself. She tried to turn her head, but he wouldn’t let her.
His hot breath swept across her face. “We’re leaving here together. Now!”
Clare fought for a voice but found none. Her body quivered. If not for the fact he used his body to pin hers to the wall, she would likely melt into the ceramic tile floor.
“I’m going to let you go, and then we’re walking out of here calmly and quietly, understood?”
She eyed him. She had enough of his bullshit. “No,” she replied in a breathy whisper.
Sean’s glare intensified. The veins in his forehead swelled. His dagger-shooting look nearly shredded her. He gripped her chin even tighter and pain shot through her jaw. His nostrils flared. “Excuse me?”
Clare sucked in a breath and willed herself to speak. “I said no,” her voice louder and firmer than a moment ago.
He reached into his pocket, pulled out a scalpel, and touched the side of the small, cool blade to her cheek. A shiver flowed through her spine. Her heart pounded in her chest. “Would you like to rethink your answer?” he asked through gritted teeth.
“Yes.”
“Yes, what?”
“I’m ready to go now.”
Sean stepped back, releasing her from the partition wall. He placed his arm around her shoulders and led her out of the small stall, and then he unlocked the bathroom door, cracking it slowly open. Clare assumed he was looking for Jacobs. He led her out of the bathroom. She tried to turn her head and look down the opposite end of the hall, hoping to catch Jacob’s attention, but Sean held her head in place as he whisked her out the doorway and into his BMW.
    
Jack and Dewey arrived at the hospital. Jacobs met them at the main entrance. He looked as though his best friend had just died. A tall, slim woman wearing scrubs stood next to Jacobs. She nervously fondled the stethoscope draped around her neck. “Chief, this is Katherine Negly. She thinks she saw Clare leave the building.”
Jack turned his attention to Katherine. “What exactly did you see?”
“Well, I’d just parked in the side parking lot and was getting out of my car when I saw a tall, blond-haired man and woman with curly, reddish-brown hair getting into a BMW. You don’t see many BMWs around here, so I took notice. What was really weird was they both climbed in through the driver’s side door.”
Jack took a step closer to Katherine. “Was he shoving her in the car, or did she get in of her own free will?”
She thought for moment. “I can’t say for sure, but what I can tell you is that neither one looked too happy, and she looked flushed. Her cheeks and nose were rose-colored as opposed to her pale arms.”
“Which way did they go?”
Katherine shook her head. “I don’t know. I came inside and didn’t look back. Then the lockdown occurred.”
Jack looked down at his watch. “What are we talking here Jacobs, twenty minutes, thirty tops?”
“Yeah, closer to twenty though.”
Dewey radioed Collins and Hansen, and called the state police, filling them in on the situation while Jack and Jacobs questioned more hospital staff and visitors. They came up with nothing. Other than Katherine, nobody saw a thing.
Jack radioed Dewey. “Anything?” he asked, knowing the answer beforehand.
“Nothing, yet. The state patrol has their highway checkpoints in place. Mine County sheriff’s deputies have their county road checkpoints in place, too. Collins is keeping an eye on Milo’s place, Hansen is on Kaye’s place, and I just left Julia’s mother’s house. Mrs. Molonari said she hasn’t seen Julia in over a year, but she heard she was in town.” Dewey paused. “The poor, old woman is crushed. She’s heard about the allegations against her daughter.”
“I can’t begin to imagine how she feels. She’s probably the only person Julia has in her corner,” Jack commented. His heart went out to Mrs. Molonari; he always liked her.
“No, you don’t understand. She believes the allegations,” Dewey said with a hint of disbelief in his voice.
“What?”
Dewey cleared his throat. “Mrs. Molonari said she wouldn’t be surprised if the murder and kidnapping allegations are true. She said if she didn’t know any better, Julia had been touched by Satan himself.”
Silence filled the air. Jack wondered how he ever loved such a person, someone whose own mother could think such a thing. He shook his head, trying to clear his mind. He needed to think. Where could they have gone? “What if they didn’t leave town?”
“Huh?” Dewey asked.
“If you were Sean, where would you hide, if you didn’t leave town or were waiting to leave town?”
A few beats passed. “Unless he has help, he probably wouldn’t know where to hide.”
“And if he has help, perhaps Julia’s help?” After the question came out of his mouth Jack's first instinct was to dismiss it. Sean and Julia didn't even know each other. How would they have come to work together? Yet, all this crazy stuff started happening when they both rolled into town. Was it possible?
“Could be a number of places. We’ve ruled out her mother’s. Collins checked Clare’s house. All was quiet there.” Dewey paused. “Perhaps the old abandoned mine.”
Jack mulled over the possibilities. “Meet me at the mine."
“We’ll find her, Jack.”
Jack appreciated Dewey’s optimism, but he knew the truth. With each tick of the second hand, the odds of finding Clare safe grew slimmer. His chest constricted, squeezing his heart so tight it could hardly beat. He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes, making every deal with God he could think of for Clare’s safe return.



CHAPTER 34
C ool, damp air wafted through the doorway, leading to the mine tunnels and stinging Clare’s nostrils. She stared at Sean seated on a metal, folding chair across the small room, while she sat on a grimy futon. Studying the room, she knew exactly where she was. She played in the solid steel safe in the center of the Shorewood Mine administrative building on more than one occasion as a child. How did Sean know where to find such a place, in a territory unfamiliar to him?
Though it was nearly eighty degrees outside, the steel safe likely registered a mere fifty-five degrees. She supposed the tunnels below would register a brisk forty-five. If she could get to the tunnels, or outside, she could probably elude her captor.
She wished for Jack. He would know what to do. He would protect her.
Sean stood up and walked toward her; his normal, bright blue eyes were dark. He bent over and aligned his gaze with hers. “Clare, my dear Clare,” he said as he lightly touched her cheek with his fingers. His hand skimmed downward, over her jaw, and to her throat where it paused and gave a slight squeeze. His hot breath brushed across her face. He lowered his hand and firmly cupped her breast. “Have you missed me?”
She turned her head away from him. It was all she could do; her hands and feet were bound to the rusty metal frame of the futon. She refused to cry, and she would be damned if he would get the best of her. Not anymore.
The sound of a woman’s high heel shoes clicked against the chipped cement floor, drawing Sean’s attention away from Clare. He stood and turned toward the safe’s door.
Julia Molonari appeared in the doorway. She glanced at Clare, and then toward Sean. “I’m here for my money and my documents. I did what you asked, now give them to me so I can go and disappear.”
“What’s the rush? How about a quick little romp for an old friend?”
Julia glared at Sean. The room temperature rose. Sweat beaded on Clare’s forehead, and she wondered why Sean referred to Julia as an old friend. How would they know each other?
Julia stepped closer to him. “The rush? Murder…kidnapping…does it ring a bell? I don’t have time for this bullshit, I need to get out of here.”
Sean narrowed the gap between him and Julia. He reached forward and pulled her into his arms, pressing his lips to hers. Her head snapped back, and she pushed at his chest with her hands. “Let me go, you son of a bitch. Give me my money and documents, so I can get out of this God forsaken place.”
Sean wrapped his hand around a fistful of Julia’s hair and tugged her head further back. “I’m not giving you shit, you worthless whore!” He yanked her hair until she fell off balance and tumbled to the floor, glaring up at him. He laughed at her, the kind of laugh that sends a chill up your spine—evil to the core.
Julia sprang to her feet. Sean pushed her down. A smirk drew across his face. Julia’s fury-filled eyes looked as though they might pop out of her head.
Julia shot a quick glance at Clare, and then returned her gaze to Sean. “God damn it! Pay me as you promised, or I’ll tell everyone the truth!” Julia paused and pointed at Clare. “And I’ll tell them how you offered to pay me to show up here with that kid to break up her and Jack, so she would come running back to you. And I won’t forget to mention it was you who actually kidnapped Nickey, handcuffed Carmina to the bathroom pipes, and started the fire.”
“Go ahead, slut. No one will believe you. You're nothing but a stupid, lying whore.” His strident laugh echoed in the room. "You haven't changed a bit since I first found you hustling up clients in that two-bit Detroit strip club. But really, you shouldn't be too disappointed in yourself, you are a good lay, and smart enough at least to use your best assets."
Julia eyed him, her brown eyes nearly black. She reached into her back pocket and pulled a small notepad from it. She waved the note pad around for him to see. “This here lists all the clients you sent over to see me—names, dates, and times. And this, dear Sean, is only one of the logs. It would really be a shame if this client list made it to the media, wouldn’t it?” she said in a tone shrill enough to penetrate the ears of everyone in a one-mile radius.
Sean leaped forward and snatched the notepad from her hand. His frantic fingers flipped through the small pages. Clare could tell by the look in his eyes that he recognized the names on the pages. Julia had him. She had the master of manipulation by the balls. If that list got out, Sean’s high-falluting investment clients would surely be done with him. No clients, no cash. Poor Sean. Or were those his investment clients listed on those pages? Interesting.
As he argued with Julia, ranting something about not believing her about other logs, Clare squirmed to free herself. There was a little play in the rope holding her hands in place. If she could free her hands, perhaps she could escape.
Finally, she slipped one hand free. Moving slowly in an attempt to not draw Sean and Julia’s attention, she freed her other hand, and then reached down to untie her feet. Even though they were less than ten feet away from her, they were oblivious to her movements. There was still a problem. They were in the safe with only one door, and Sean and Julia stood between her and the door.
Julia reached up and slapped Sean’s face. She wound up for another, but he caught her by the wrist before she could get if off. She lifted her other hand, but he secured it as well. He pulled her close to him. Clare watched as they stared each other down. Julia’s nostrils flared. He smirked. “I so love it when you’re angry, whore.”
Sean inched his face closer to Julia. His lips puckered. Clare’s stomach turned on Julia’s behalf. Julia spit in his face and in one swift movement, he spun her around, grabbed a fist full of hair, and tugged her head back. He pulled the scalpel from his pocket, and ran it across her neck.
Clare's piercing scream pinged off the metal walls of the safe and tears spilled from her eyes. Her heart pounded in her chest. Was she next?
Sean spun Julia to face Clare, holding her small, limp body up by her hair. The woman gasped for air as blood poured from the wound. Sean released her hair from his grip, and she dropped to the floor like a rag doll.
Clare sat frozen in place, her pulse racing in her ears. She stared into Julia’s lifeless eyes. A pool of blood surrounded her, so much blood.
Clare shifted her gaze to Sean. His gaze was already fixed on her and his eyes and face showed no remorse. He stepped toward her. She flinched and pressed her back to the backrest of the futon. He looked at her free hands, and then to her feet. He seemed surprised, but didn’t say a word. Instead, he held out his hand to her; his other hand still gripped the scalpel, blood clinging to it.
“Come on, baby, it’s time to go home.” His voice was calm, as if nothing unusual happened seconds ago.
She stared at his hand, sweat poured down her face and sides of her torso. Was he insane? She wasn’t going anywhere with him. Or was she? What choice did she have at this point?
Clare lifted her shaky hand and put it in his. He closed his hand around hers, his palm warm and sweaty. He led her around Julia’s body and out the door of the safe. Her mind raced to find a way out of the situation. Her busy eyes glanced from one side of the administrative building to the other for anything that might help her.
They wove their way through the maze of junk stacked throughout the building—mostly old metal desks, chairs, and filing cabinets piled high with boxes and debris. They were nearing the entryway, a double set of glass-paneled doors, covered with plywood.
The path between the junk grew narrow. Sean released her hand, pushed her ahead of him, and they walked single file. He placed his left hand on her left shoulder, and rested his right wrist on her right shoulder. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the bloodstained scalpel gripped in his right hand. He tilted his hand toward her face until the broad side of the scalpel touched her cheek. Blood raced through her veins at the speed of light and her vision blurred, but she continued to walk toward the doorway.
Clare’s toe hooked on the leg of a desk and she tumbled forward; her heart raced, her breath quickened, and her hands uselessly flailed as she reached for anything to break her fall. She hit the floor hard, pinning her arms between her body and the cold cement. Sean tumbled with her and landed on top of her. Her lungs emptied and she fought for air. She could tell from Sean’s gasps, the wind was knocked out of him as well.
Looking ahead, she saw the scalpel laying a foot or so in front of her. She wanted to grab it, but she couldn’t release her arms from under her and Sean’s body weight.
Sean gasped again, and then rolled off her into an old metal, typewriter table, causing it to collapse and fall onto him along with the heavy typewriter. He groaned and gasped for another breath. In that split second, Clare freed her arms and reached for the scalpel.
Sean climbed over the top of her and reached for it as well, but not before Clare snatched it up, turned toward him, and plunged it between his neck and collarbone.
“Fuck. Bitch. I should have killed you when I had the chance in the tunnel,” he yelled.
She put the palms of her hands on the floor and attempted to push herself up, and pull her legs from underneath him. She nearly succeeded when he wrapped his hand around her ankle and tugged. She rolled over onto her back and kicked at him with her free foot, catching him hard in the jaw, but he hardly flinched. Rage radiated from his eyes.
She eyed the scalpel still stuck in the crook of his neck. Blood spurted from his wound, and yet, his strength still overpowered her. She pulled her free leg back to her chest and then kicked it toward the scalpel, catching the end of it with her heel, driving it further into him. He yelped, and his hand released her.
She sprang to her feet and backed away from him. He rose to his feet as well and staggered a couple of steps, and then leaned onto a desk. Clare turned away from him and ran toward the entryway. She grabbed the door handle and flung the door open while giving one last, backward glance at Sean. Moving full speed ahead through the doorway, she hit something hard with her body, and stopped abruptly. She lost her balance and started falling backwards; stars flashed before her eyes. Something wrapped around her arms and held her steady.
“Clare, are you okay?”
Clare squeezed her eyes shut, and then opened them. Stars still circled before her, but they faded quickly. Jack stood behind the stars.
“You're bleeding. Are you hurt?”
She looked down at her shirt and saw the blood Jack mistook for hers. “No, I’m not hurt. It’s Sean’s blood.”
Clare stepped aside and pointed back into the administrative building. Sean still leaned against the desk in his bloodstained shirt, his eyes opaque. Jack shifted his gaze from Sean back to Clare, his eyes full of concern. He stepped toward her and pulled her into his strong arms. “Are you sure you’re okay,” he whispered into her ear.
“I’m fine, now that you’re here.” She couldn’t believe she wasn’t crying and she no longer trembled.
Dewey stepped into the building and radioed for an ambulance.
Jack kissed the top of her head, released her, and followed Dewey into the building.
“Jack.”
He turned back, “Yes?”
Clare paused. She wasn’t sure how to tell him about Julia.
“What’s the matter, sweetheart, what is it?”
“Julia’s here, too. Sean…he…she’s in the safe.”
Clare saw by the look in his eyes that he knew what she was trying to say.
She sat on the cement steps outside the entrance to the building and waited for Jack and Dewey. She heard them talking to Sean and reading his rights to him. Sean’s voice was weak and breathy.
Exhaustion consumed her. She leaned to the side and closed her eyes as she rested against the warm bricks of the building. The warmth soothed her.
The ambulance sirens grew louder then cut off. She opened her eyes. The ambulance parked up next to the steps. The EMTs glanced in her direction. “I’m fine, they're right in there,” she said as she lifted her heavy arm and pointed at the doorway.
She closed her eyes and continued resting against the building. The events of the day replayed in her head. She placed her hand over her heavy heart. She thought about Sean and wondered how she ever loved such a monster. Then she thought about Jack, and his love for Julia, and wondered the same.



CHAPTER 35
“C lare, wake up, sweetheart.”
She opened her eyes to find Jack sitting on the steps next to her. His arm slung around her shoulders. She blinked to clear her vision. The ambulance and everyone else were gone. She never heard them leave.
Julia’s car sat in the driveway next to Sean’s BMW. She eyed Julia’s vehicle, thought for a moment, and then gasped, sprang to her feet, and took a couple of steps before Jack grabbed her wrist. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
Clare looked back at him, “Nickey, where’s Nickey?”
Jack smiled. “He’s fine. The Feds probably have him by now. His grandmother will soon have him.”
Clare blew out a sigh of relief. “Where did you find him?”
“Julia must have dropped him off at the fire station before she drove out here.”
“What? Why?”
“Smith’s not sure how Nickey got there. He was in the station, entering inspection reports into the computer when the back door buzzer rang. He opened the door to find Nickey, strapped in his car seat, sitting right outside the door.
Clare thought for a moment. “What about Kaye and Milo? Did they have anything to do with stabbing Matt like he thought?”
Jack nodded. “It’s looking that way. Jacobs called a few minutes ago. He and Hanson picked them up. Brian, Kaye’s husband, ratted them out. Said he’s sick of living the way they are. Said Kaye’s out of control and figured he was a dead man if he didn’t get Milo and Kaye behind bars soon.”
Clare pulled her eyebrows together. “Huh? Why?”
“Evidently, Brian refused to help Kaye when she called needing assistance to get rid of Matt’s body. She thought she killed him.”
“So, who put Matt in the mine?”
“Not sure yet; we need to sort it out. Brian assumes Kaye called Milo at some point, and Milo likely sent one of his hired hands over to do the dirty work.”
She glanced down at her aching forearms and skimmed her hands over them.
Jack inched closer to her. “Are you okay?”
She shifted her gaze to him and choked down the growing lump in her throat. "My arms are sore. I fell on them when I fought with Sean.” She felt fine until a moment ago, but now she couldn’t seem to breathe; her throat clogged again. Her heart raced and she couldn’t think. Heaving sobs poured out of her. Her body shook so bad, she thought she might be having a seizure. Her knees went fluid and she felt herself tumbling down. Jack caught her before she hit the ground and scooped her into his arms.
Sean’s words replayed in her head, “I should have killed you when I had the chance in the tunnel.”
Clare gasped to fill her lungs.
“Sweetheart, are you okay? What’s the matter?” Jack’s frantic voice sounded as he gripped her more tightly.
She blinked rapidly to clear her vision as she focused her eyes on Jack’s caring, dark chocolate eyes. His concern and love for her blanketed her. She sniffled and expelled a breath. “Sean told me he should have killed me when he had the chance in the tunnel,” she whispered.
Clare’s head tilted to the side and rested on Jack’s shoulder. Exhaustion consumed her. She wouldn’t have been able to lift her head if she tried.
He carried her to his SUV, set her inside, and slid in beside her. He scooped her up again, put her on his lap, and wrapped his strong, loving arms around her. Cradling her, he rocked back and forth. Her arms wrapped around him as tightly as her muscles would allow. Her full body pressed to him but it wasn’t enough; she wanted to climb inside him for protection. He stroked her hair, and kissed the top of her head, as she sobbed into the crook of his neck.
Once she caught her breath, Jack shifted, creating a slight gap between their bodies, and then he slid his hands up to her cheeks and held her face only centimeters from his. His penetrating gaze bore straight into her soul. “It’s okay now, sweetheart. Everything is going to be okay. He’ll never hurt you again." He paused, and swallowed hard. "I love you, Clare Ulster. No one will ever hurt you again."
Clare believed him on all accounts. The conviction in both his tone and eyes was unmistakable. He loved her, and as long as he was around, she would always be safe. She tightened her grip on him. "I love you, too, Jack Ricco. Now and always."
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CHAPTER 1
Z ac Mackay kept his body relaxed as he stared down the man standing eight feet across from him knife in hand. A guy who was undoubtedly going to rush him—arm upraised like Jason Voorhees in those slasher films—any second now.
The other guy was bigger, beefier, and about ten years younger than Zac’s own thirty-one years. And he was a cocky bastard, oozing self-confidence since he was the one holding the knife.
Zac knew the guy’s name but couldn’t think of it right at this moment. It didn’t matter. Anyone standing in front of him with the intent to harm him or the people he was protecting only had one name: Enemy. Zac hadn’t needed his nine years in the Army to teach him that; he’d learned it on the playground in elementary school.
Zac gave Enemy a little smile, then winked.
That was all it took. Enemy flew at him, knife hand raised almost to eye level, weapon clenched in his fist, preparing to put his full strength behind the blow.
Rookie move.
The guy wanted to show off, so instead of coming straight down with the knife, he swung it crossways, looping to the left, obviously wanting to rip across Zac’s chest rather than stab him.
If Zac hadn’t been ready for anything—now his Special Forces training coming into play—he would’ve been in a shit-ton of trouble. Zac stepped to the right rather than left, angling his torso to the side. The blade came swooping across where he’d been standing half a second ago.
Any other time, Zac might have played with Enemy a little, shown him that his destroy-everything fighting style wasn’t necessarily the best. Definitely not the smartest.
But that wasn’t why Zac was here right now.
While the knife was still swinging downward, Zac took an unexpected half step closer to the man, reaching one arm under his elbow and the other above his wrist. He put just enough force on the guy’s arm to stop the motion.
It wouldn’t take much more pressure to snap Enemy’s wrist, grab the knife from his then-numb fingers, and drive it into the softest spot of his throat.
But that would be a little overkill, given this was only a demonstration about close-quarters fighting for some college guys—including Enemy—who had paid to be here and for Zac to teach them.
Zac halted but kept his grip firm for just a couple seconds, demonstrating his control of the situation. The knife dropped to the ground. Only then did Zac release the other man.
“Okay.” Zac turned and faced the group that had been watching the whole scenario. “That was at full speed, but we’re going to break it down into much slower and more manageable pieces for today’s workshop.”
He slapped Enemy on the back. “Thanks for volunteering...What’s your name again, man?”
“Brandon,” the kid grunted.
“Brandon, right.” He slapped Brandon on the back again. “Thanks for trying to kill me with such exuberance.”
Everybody chuckled, and Zac managed a smile. Brandon had been using a practice knife with a hard rubber blade. It wouldn’t have cut Zac if he’d gotten lucky with his swing, but it would’ve hurt like hell.
“Brandon’s attack had its strengths and weaknesses, both of which we’ll get to, but I want to start out with the most important aspect of close-quarters fighting.” He reached down and picked up the practice knife, laying it out on his palm and extending his arm toward the group. “Anyone coming at you with a weapon with the intent to harm you is your adversary. To treat him as anything else is a mistake that can cost you the fight. Or your life.”
Zac broke them off into sparring partners and went over some basic moves. It wasn’t his favorite job here at Linear Tactical, but he didn’t mind it, and it played to his strengths.
Zac was good with people and at teaching.
A lot of people, like poor Brandon, assumed because of Zac’s surfer looks—light brown hair that had the slightest wave to it, blue eyes, easy smile—that he wasn’t tough enough to teach the sort of training and services Linear provided. Things like rifle and pistol skills, self-defense, kidnapping deterrence, wilderness survival, hand-to-hand combat, and situational awareness.
And those were just the beginner level classes for civilians.
The corporate security and law enforcement training Linear provided was much more involved and dangerous—because those situations called for it.
But the people who worked at Linear were more than equipped to handle involved and dangerous. Zac had started the company with a group of his ex-Green Beret brothers. His best friends. They’d been trained to adapt, defend, and survive in almost every type of situation.
Zac may look like a surfer, but he moved and thought like a soldier, a damned good one. Being out of the Army for four years hadn’t changed that.
A hundred more times that afternoon, Zac showed his students how to capture a knife-wielder’s arm and apply the pressure needed to gain the upper hand. He explained the danger of taking the move too far—a broken wrist for the opponent—but also reaffirmed what he’d avowed earlier, anybody coming at you with a knife was your enemy. And were lucky if a broken wrist was all they got.
Committing the moves to muscle memory was an important part of the training. That’s why Zac didn’t mind demonstrating over and over—and having his own arm grabbed and taken to the near-breaking point many times. Even Brandon wasn’t trying to kill Zac by the time they were done. Evidently, the kid did want to learn. All in all, not a bad class.
“Practice on each other,” Zac told them as they finished and headed out to their cars. “But whatever you do, don’t give Brandon a practice knife and tell him to attack you.”
The guys laughed and made a few comments about who could take whom as they left. Zac gave a wave and ambled back toward the office.
“You can come out now, you cowards,” he announced as he opened the office door. “I can’t believe you forced yourself to stay inside on a gorgeous day like this.”
Finn Bollinger, Zac’s brother in every sense of the word but blood, looked up from his desk. “Not nearly as much incentive to help you today as there was yesterday.”
Zac grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge in the corner and plopped down on the couch in front of the office’s double windows. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have seen you guys yesterday either if it hadn’t been for the two brunettes.”
Yesterday’s class had been a bridal party there for basic self-defense lessons, a gift from the groom’s family to the bride and her bridesmaids.
“That’s totally not true.” Aiden cocked his head, peeking out from behind his computer monitor and waggling his eyebrows. “It was the redhead who had me out there.”
“Ahem, not to mention,” Finn leaned his hulking form back in his chair, grinning, “it wasn’t Aiden taking a blonde out for breakfast this morning at the Frontier Diner, according to Waverly.”
Zac just rolled his eyes. “Your sister needs to go back to working the dinner shift.”
But he couldn’t really be mad. Small-town problems. Everybody in everybody’s business, especially for people like Zac and Finn, who’d grown up here in Oak Creek. It wasn’t quite as bad for Aiden, who’d moved here when they’d opened Linear four years ago.
Oak Creek was larger than most towns in western Wyoming. It had everything they needed: restaurants, stores, hotels, and medical facilities. But it was still small enough that gossip reigned supreme. Zac had long since accepted it as part of his life, the annoyance and privilege of coming back to his hometown.
He parted the blinds to glance at a car he heard coming up the driveway. “Who did something illegal? Sheriff Nelson is pulling up out front.”
Finn didn’t look up from his paperwork. “Anybody know the statute of limitations on indecent exposure?”
Zac stood to open the door for Sheriff Nelson before he could knock. “Come in, Sheriff. If I got a picture of the birthmark Finn has on his ass, would you arrest him for running naked through the bleachers at our high school football game all those years ago?”
“Allegedly!” Finn called out. “Allegedly running naked through the bleachers. Never proven. And it was a powder-puff game. That doesn’t count.”
Sheriff Nelson chuckled. “I think there are quite a number of ladies at this point who could positively ID Bollinger’s ass.”
Aiden chuckled. “Only question is if it’s from them trying to kick it, or something else.”
“Something else, my friend.” Finn winked. “Always something else.”
“What can we do for you, Sheriff, besides offer you our fugitive?” Zac asked. “Problems in town?”
Zac gestured toward a chair, but the older man refused to sit. “No, this is a courtesy call. I want to talk to you guys about an attack that happened in Platte County and get your opinion, but first I needed to mention something to you, Zac. I wanted to let you know that Jordan Reiss has come up for parole. She’ll go before the board in a couple months. Your testimony one way or the other would make a big difference in how this goes down.”
Zac sat heavily in the chair he’d just offered the sheriff. How was he even supposed to feel about this? “Jesus. That kid should’ve been let out of prison a long time ago, Curtis, and we both know it. Six years is too damn long. Hell, she shouldn’t even have gone there in the first place. She fell asleep at the damn wheel.”
“And killed two people.”
He dragged his hand across his face. “I know good and well who died that day.”
His wife. His toddler son.
The sheriff’s hand landed on his shoulder. “I wanted to make you aware of what was going on in case you wanted to take a stance either way.”
Zac tried to focus on the other stuff Sheriff Nelson was saying, details about what would happen at the hearing, but the conversation seemed distant, muffled, as if he were listening through multiple panes of glass.
Becky was dead. Micah was dead. The pain of their deaths was such a part of him that most of the time he hardly noticed it. But right now, the grief seemed to creep up his spine and spread through his limbs, a near-tangible thing. He looked at Finn, his best friend since childhood.
“We’ll get the details.” Finn tilted his head toward the door. “Go.”
Zac was moving out into the fresh air a moment later, walking toward the barn at the back of the property.
It was times like this he wished he drank. Because right now the burn of a couple shots of whiskey would be very welcome. But he didn’t, not more than a beer since a night, ironically, only a couple weeks after Becky and Micah’s deaths.
That night. He scrubbed his hand over his face again.
Mixing grief and alcohol made you do some damn stupid things. His memories of that night were mostly a blur. And the parts he did remember just made him wish he didn’t.
Or when he was truly honest with himself, more. He longed to remember so much more of that lost night a few days after the funeral.
He walked around the building through the woods to his apartment. He’d started living on Linear property because he’d needed a place to stay after getting out of the Army. He’d had no interest in living in town, so he’d built a studio apartment on top of the barn that had become his refuge. He’d never brought women here. He rarely brought anyone here.
Becky had been dead a long time. Six years. He missed her. Missed his redheaded, spitfire wife with her sassy mouth. She’d grabbed his heart in middle school and never let go. He didn’t miss her with spikes of agony like he had in the early years, but with the quieter pain of what could’ve been. And sweet Micah...he’d been two years old and driving her crazy with his tantrums and tendency to put everything he found into his mouth. Zac had been deployed and missed much of it. Something he’d give anything now to change.
Zac had long accepted that wound—the loss of time and life—would never heal.
He slid the barn door open and stepped inside, some of his tension easing. No, he didn’t want alcohol. This was what he wanted: the Harley Roadster he’d gotten when he’d been stationed in Germany. He ran his fingers over the chrome of the fuel tank.
Forget sitting at home thinking about what was never going to be. Becky wouldn’t have wanted him to do that.
Of course, there were a lot of things Becky wouldn’t have wanted him to do. That night included.
Even though it wasn’t required by law, Zac slid on the helmet. Within moments the Harley rumbled beneath him, and he was taking off down the paved drive of Linear’s private road. Soon he was flying down Highway 210, throttle wide open, the landscape streaming by around him.
This was what he’d needed, wide-open spaces and a fast machine he controlled with perfect precision. Too much of life was beyond his control—like their deaths. But this he could control.
The miles flew past. Maybe not quite as fast as they had a few years ago when he’d been stationed in Germany and ridden his bike on the Autobahn—no speed limits there—but enough to ease his mind. Help him feel centered again.
No, he couldn’t hate an eighteen-year-old who’d made a shitty judgment call that had cost him his wife and child. But he damn well could hate himself for the fact that the memories of his wife’s death were blended with those of that night.
The night he so itched to forget and remember.
He’d had six years’ practice pushing Anne Nichols’s face as far from his mind as possible. Six years of trying to block out the sound of her quiet sighs from his ears.
He revved the engine louder.
As always, it didn’t work. So, he rode, letting the miles smooth everything from his mind. Ease the thoughts of Becky and Micah being gone forever. Fade the thoughts of Annie—sweet, quiet Annie—who was practically just as gone.
It was hours later, the sun disappearing in the distance, when Zac turned back into Oak Creek. He would stop at The Eagle’s Nest, everybody’s favorite bar and grill. The guys would be there by now.
Finn would fill him in on everything the sheriff had said, or they could let it all go for tonight. Plenty of time to face everything as it came.
The light turned green and Zac eased the throttle on his bike. As he moved forward he caught the other car out of the corner of his eye. Damn it, they weren’t slowing down for their red light.
It all happened like it was in slow motion. Zac hit his brakes at first but immediately realized that wasn’t going to help him. He needed to move forward, not stop. He revved the throttle, back tire spinning just a moment before catching and propelling him toward safety.
The car was close enough for him to see the teenage driver’s face wrenched in horror as he slammed on his brakes. Zac breathed a sigh of relief when the rear tire of his bike cleared the bumper flying toward him.
Crisis averted.
But hell if a dog didn’t trot out into the middle of the road right at that fucking second. Zac jerked the bike the opposite direction, choosing to hit the curb rather than the dog—a German shepherd, damned pregnant one at that—the impact throwing him and the bike to the side. As he laid down his bike and slid to the ground, the heat of the road burned through his leather jacket before his head jammed into the curb on the opposite side of the street. Everything went black.



       



CHAPTER 2
A nne Nichols Griffin never thought she’d be back in Oak Creek.
Wyoming hadn’t given her much the first time around besides deadbeat, alcoholic parents who hadn’t understood a thing about her. She’d been bizarre and embarrassing to them, with her nose always in a book and her pronounced stutter.
She’d only had one friend here in Oak Creek. One who Anne had ultimately betrayed in the worst way possible. So, when she’d been told six years ago to leave and never return, she’d honestly planned to follow those instructions.
Yet here she was.
Because as bad as Oak Creek might once have been, it was nothing compared to the failure her life had become for the past three years.
She was divorced, broke, and terrified of social situations to the point of paralysis. Except for being an excellent emergency room physician, she had basically zero going for her.
Anne sighed, regrouping at her office in the hospital. She needed to focus on the positive. Things were starting to look up. Although that wasn’t saying much, since down wasn’t even a possibility.
Counting the positives was easy. Number one: she had a new job where she wasn’t known as the wife who still had to work with the husband who had dumped her for someone more attractive and charming, who worked at the same hospital.
Positive number two: she had a home and didn’t have to live in a one-bedroom apartment in the crappy part of Tampa because she was so broke.
The small Oak Creek house her best friend’s mother had left Anne in her will had taken care of that. Carol Peverill would never know how much she’d done for Anne, first while she had been alive, then in her passing four months ago. Anne would never have been able to afford to relocate here without Carol’s generosity. Now she had a place to live rent-free and a dream job taking over for the head ER physician retiring in a few years.
And it was all thanks to generosity she didn’t deserve and could never repay. Anne sighed and rubbed her forehead. Dwelling on that wouldn’t help.
Positive number three: Nobody recognized her here.
They didn’t give her sly or sympathetic looks. They didn’t know her as anything besides Dr. Griffin, the quiet new doctor who had proven herself quite competent in the last two weeks.
So what if she’d seen at least half a dozen people she’d gone to school with who hadn’t recognized her at all? Anne’s last name had been different then, Nichols, not Griffin. All her classes had been advanced, some online or with individual tutors, alienating her further from her peers. And her stuttering and social anxiety had made interacting with others nearly impossible.
She’d gotten the stuttering under control for the most part, although the thought of social situations still threw her into a panic. Not to mention she just wasn’t the type of person people remembered. Not even a few minutes later, much less years.
She usually wore her nondescript brown hair in a braid. Her features weren’t necessarily unattractive. She had a straight nose, pale skin brushed with freckles, and brown eyes that did their job fine behind her glasses but wouldn’t catch anybody’s attention. She was a little taller than average and not particularly curvy.
So basically, invisible. Hell, even the name “Anne” was as nondescript as they came.
But invisible meant starting with a clean slate, so she embraced the advantage. She already knew a lot about the town, yet they weren’t thinking too much about her. And she needed every advantage she could get.
She stood from behind her desk in her small office and slipped her white lab coat on over her scrubs. She preferred them so she could move freely—an important option in an emergency room—but the lab coat helped everyone remember she was a physician. Being quiet, female, and relatively young meant that sometimes people needed a subtle reminder.
She walked out of her office and down the hall to the emergency section of the hospital. Oak Creek General was one of the largest in western Wyoming, second only to Reddington City Regional, but it still wasn’t even half the size of the one she’d worked at in Tampa.
But an emergency room was an emergency room. Anne loved everything about it. The cacophony of beeps, the movement, and people’s voices. The constant action, something or someone always needing attention. She could feel herself straighten—strengthen—as she got closer, her stride lengthening. This was where she belonged.
She may have been a failure in almost every other aspect of life, but here, she kicked ass.
Anne rounded the corner and stopped short at the commotion near the rooms of the east emergency wing. She’d never seen so many nurses congregating in one area, particularly not on a Friday night after the seven PM shift change had already occurred.
Anne rushed to the nurses’ station, adrenaline already beginning to pump through her system. “Holy crap, Susan.” Anne grabbed the chart the older woman handed her. “Do we have a massive influx of patients? A car pile-up or something? Why wasn’t I called?” She should’ve been paged immediately with an emergency of this magnitude.
Susan Lusher, head ER nurse, rolled her eyes. “You would think so, wouldn’t you? Just a single motorcycle accident. Nothing serious. Possible concussion and definite skin abrasion, although minor. Patient is awake and responsive.”
Anne’s adrenaline level evened out a little as she perused the chart. Nurse Lusher was right, it didn’t seem to be anything dire. Anne turned to study the gaggle of women in the far hallway. “Is there a reason why every nurse in a three-county radius seems to be hovering down there?”
“Linear Tactical,” Nurse Lusher said, as if that explained everything.
Anne grimaced. So much for her hidden home-court advantage. She had no idea what the older woman was talking about. “Is that a gang?”
Susan smiled. “No. A business on the outskirts of town. They do fighting tactics and weapons training stuff. One of the most well-respected facilities of its type in the whole country. It was started by some local boys and a few of their military friends.”
“Does the hospital get a lot of business from this Linear group?” It stood to reason that some sort of shooting and fighting free-for-all establishment might bring quite a few people into the ER.
Susan laughed. “I love how you say it like it’s a bad word. No, the boys are pretty safe and run a tight ship.”
Anne refrained from rolling her eyes. She didn’t have anything against weapons per se, but she hadn’t expected a training ground for them in her backyard.
“Okay, I’ll take your word for it.” She tucked the chart under her arm and looked toward the east wing. “But why are all the nurses there again?”
“Oh, you’ll see when you get down there. Everywhere the Linear boys go, they cause quite a stirring among the female population.”
Anne started down the hall. “I’m going to clear them out.” She turned back to Susan, wishing it were as easy to talk to people her own age as it was the older woman. “You come save me if they form a lynch mob.”
“Oh, honey, just get one of those Linear boys to sweep you up in their extremely capable arms and carry you to safety.”
Anne laughed and gave Susan a thumbs-up. Anne wasn’t the type of woman gorgeous guys—who evidently could have their pick of young, attractive nurses—swept off her feet.
Hell, Anne wasn’t the type of woman any man tried to do that to. Her ex, Darren, had made sure she’d known that was true.
She gritted her teeth as she walked toward the gaggle. She was an excellent doctor and could handle all sorts of crises. Right now, the crisis she needed to handle was getting her ER back in order. That included clearing out the fan club. She walked over to the crowd of women standing around the small, private examination room.
She cleared her throat. “O-o-okay.” Her voice came out shaky and weak. Damn it.
Nobody even turned around to look at her. Anne took a breath and poked the nail of her thumb into the tips of each of her fingers in a pattern, something she’d learned to help get her stuttering under control.
Anne wasn’t needed here. Dr. Griffin was.
“Okay,” Anne said again in her loudest voice, which still wasn’t overly loud since it came so unnaturally to her. But at least she hadn’t stuttered. “If you’re a day-shift nurse and your shift is officially over, I’m sure the patient appreciates your support, but it’s time for you to leave.”
Anne ignored the collective groan and took a step into the room. She couldn’t actually see the bed and patient over the throng. “As you know, since you are off duty, you are not formally allowed in the ER. So, it’s time to go. Now.”
Anne crossed her arms over her chest and made eye contact with a number of women attempting to judge her sincerity. They’d never know how difficult it was for her to hold her ground.
Once they realized she really wasn’t going to allow them to stay, they began to disperse. Slowly, but at least they were moving.
There seemed to be some sort of line to hug the patient and his friends standing next to his bed. Anne could see one of them, and holy hell Nurse Lusher had been right. Anne didn’t recognize the guy, so he hadn’t grown up here, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t drool-worthy. “You take care of him, Aiden,” said one of the nurses as she hugged him. Anne couldn’t see the other two guys through the women.
She looked back down at the chart, not actually reading anything it said.
“If you’re on shift tonight,” she said without looking up, “Nurse Lusher has assignments at the desk. You’re needed there now.” Susan wouldn’t be thrilled to have them all back at one time, but she would handle it.
The other nurses shuffled out, obviously reluctant to leave in case there was an emergency that required mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.
Finally, the room cleared except for Riley Wilde, the nurse actually on duty in this section of the ER. Anne remembered Riley from high school, a friendly, happy student who’d been a few years younger, but the other woman hadn’t recognized Anne.
And then there was Mia Stevenson, also an ER nurse. Riley’s opposite in every way, Mia had been catty and mean in high school. And from the couple times Anne had run into Mia at the hospital, the woman hadn’t changed.
She was also the person most on the verge of recognizing Anne. She’d caught the other woman studying her multiple times over the last few days, trying to place her.
It wasn’t that Anne was keeping her identity a secret, she just wasn’t announcing it. Her married name had made that easier. Although Anne wasn’t sure anyone would’ve recognized her even if she’d been Dr. Nichols.
Mia waited just far enough in the hallway for Anne not to demand more space. The beautiful blonde’s eyes were narrowed and her lips tight. With the room finally as emptied as it was going to get, Anne turned toward the bed and got her first clear view of her patient.
Zac Mackay.
All the air left her body in a rush.
His eyes were so blue they rivaled the Wyoming sky. His light brown hair had a hint of curl to it. Hard, angled cheeks saved his face from being too boyish. His nose, broken at least once, imbued his face with even more character.
That face and exposed chest were both a deep, rich tan, obviously from hours spent out in the sun with no shirt on. He was wearing jeans and reclining gingerly against the upraised section of the hospital bed.
He was still as gorgeous as he’d ever been. And her body still responded in ways she couldn’t understand. Especially given his last words to her.
Get out and don’t come back.
As his blue eyes met hers, shock, coupled with something else—Wonder maybe? Disbelief?—flitted over his features before he pulled them into a neutral mask.
Nobody else at the hospital had recognized her, but Zac Mackay definitely knew who she was. And he wasn’t happy to see her.
She drew air back into her lungs, trying to figure out what she should say. Did he still hate her for what she’d done? They’d done? Six years was a long time, a lot of water under the bridge. Maybe he was willing to just let it go.
He finally dragged his gaze away from Anne and turned to Riley. “I’m going to need a different doctor.”
Maybe not.



       



CHAPTER 3
A  sort of stunned silence met Zac’s remark. Everyone was looking around at everyone else, trying to figure out exactly what was going on.
Everyone except him and Annie. They couldn’t seem to stop staring at each other.
They’d told him Dr. Griffin would be in here in a few minutes to examine him, and he’d thought absolutely nothing of it. He’d heard the doctor clearing the room over the gaggle of women who’d packed themselves into the small space.
But seeing her had been like a punch to the solar plexus.
Annie Nichols. Jesus, it was almost like his earlier thoughts had summoned her.
She looked almost exactly the same. Tall and willowy. Long brown hair pulled back in a braid, soft brown eyes hidden behind glasses that weren’t a great shape for her face. Everything about her, from her hairstyle to her lack of makeup to her posture, was arranged to make people not notice her. Whether it was a conscious effort or a subconscious one, Zac still didn’t know.
It looked like her plan to stay invisible had worked here in the hospital, just like it had in high school.
Except for him. He’d been aware of Annie since the day Becky had introduced them all those years ago.
Annie was a doctor, which shouldn’t surprise him. Annie’s major had been pre-med in college. She’d been in her first year of medical residency when Becky had died. Annie and Becky had remained friends until the end.
But she was Dr. Griffin, not Dr. Nichols. So, she’d obviously moved away and gotten married.
Why the hell did his gut clench at that knowledge? He’d gone back to the Army after Becky had died, hadn’t been around to see what Anne had done. He’d casually inquired about her when he’d moved back to town, but most people barely remembered her, much less knew what had happened. The one person who might have, Mrs. Peverill, he hadn’t dared ask.
Mrs. P, do you know where Annie Nichols is? You know, your daughter’s best friend who I fucked less than two weeks after your daughter died but conveniently remember very little of except for knowing it was unforgivable?
Yeah, no.
So, he’d lived without knowing any details about Anne and figured he was lucky she’d moved away. Because then he didn’t have to face her, knowing what they’d done.
But he had to now. And he couldn’t let Anne be his doctor. Couldn’t let her casually touch him and examine him as if they hadn’t partaken in the most heinous of sins together.
But he probably should’ve found a different way of saying it, especially since his head felt like someone was taking a jackhammer to it.
“Don’t listen to him,” Aiden said, pushing away from the wall, trying to ease the awkward silence. “Obviously he has even more brain damage than he did before.”
“Zac,” Riley put her hand on his arm, “Dr. Griffin is new, and I know she may look a little young, but I promise you, she is very well qualified. I’ve worked with her for two weeks now and am completely convinced of that. She’ll be taking Dr. Lewis’s place as head of the ER when he retires.”
Zac didn’t doubt Annie’s ability as a physician. She’d always been the smartest person any of them knew. “It’s not her age.”
Riley’s eyes got big. “Zac Mackay. Are you telling me it’s because she’s a woman?”
Great, now he looked like an asshole. “No, of course not.”
None of these people recognized that Dr. Anne Griffin was Annie Nichols from high school? Admittedly, Anne had always kept to herself, had never spoken unless she had to.
Except with Becky. Becky had always been lively, kind, and patient enough to draw Anne out of her shell while ignoring the stutter. Becky and Mrs. P had basically forced Anne to live with them a lot of the time since her home situation had been so bad.
“Holy shit. Annie
Nichols.” Finn stood from the chair he’d been sitting in since all the nurses had left. “From high school.”
Riley’s eyes widened, and she spun to stare at Anne. Annie’s face reddened, and she held the medical file in front of her like a shield.
“Damn it, I knew it!” Mia’s voice screeched from the hallway. “I knew I recognized her from s-s-somewhere.”
Everyone’s eyes fell to the floor as Mia’s cruel mockery of Annie’s speech impediment echoed through the hallway. Riley muttered a particularly vile curse and, galvanized into movement, walked over to shut the door.
Annie gathered herself and stood straighter. “Hi, Finn. It’s good to see you. You look well.” Not a stutter to be heard.
Finn held his hand out for her to shake. “Thanks, Doc. Same to you. How long have you been back in town?”
“I started here at the hospital two weeks ago.” Her voice was still soft, soothing.
Finn smacked Zac on his uninjured shoulder but kept his eyes on the doctor. “You have to remember Anne, right? Becky’s friend. I always wondered what happened to you.”
Her eyes met Zac’s. He’d expected anger, disgust, embarrassment...but not what was behind those glasses of hers now: fear.
“Yes.” Annie looked away and nodded. “Becky was a very good friend. She looked out for me.” She clutched the medical chart tighter to her chest. “Zac isn’t comfortable with me as his attending physician, so we can get someone else. It will only take a few minutes, but since your injuries don’t appear to be critical, there should be no danger in waiting.”
Everybody was staring at Zac like he’d kicked a small child into oncoming traffic. There was no logical reason—at least not that they knew of—why he shouldn’t allow Annie to be his doctor.
Hell, there was none at all. He cleared his throat. “No, it’s fine. I just wasn’t expecting to see you. Didn’t even know you were back. It’s fine.”
It wasn’t fine. Her touching him wasn’t either, even in a professional way. His awareness of her as a woman definitely wasn’t fucking fine. Especially since she was married.
“Anne, I can’t believe you haven’t told anyone who you were. Are. Whatever,” Riley said, eyes wide, still studying Anne.
She shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to keep it a secret. It never came up and nobody recognized me.”
“Well, let me be the first to officially welcome you back to Oak Creek.” Riley smiled.
“Thank you. It’s good to be back.”
Was it Zac’s imagination or had she hesitated just a tiny bit on the word good?
“Would you like me to clear the room?” She took an ophthalmoscope out of the pocket of her white coat and clenched it. When he met her eyes again, they were still full of fear. Not only nervousness stemming from an awkward situation. Downright fear.
Why the hell would Annie Nichols be scared of him? “No, it’s fine. The guys have seen me in much worse shape than this.”
He watched as Annie took a breath through her nose, pulling herself together. Focusing. He’d seen it before with soldiers—pulling the professional over the personal and letting it drown out everything else.
There was no tremor in her hand as she shined a light into one eye, then the other. Her movements were brisk and professional.
“Looks like you got pretty banged up. How are you feeling?”
“Not too bad, all things considered.”
“Can you tell me what happened?” She had him follow her finger with his eyes as she moved it in front of him.
“Dumbass swerved to miss a dog and couldn’t keep control of his bike,” Aiden said.
Zac sighed, leaning back against the bed. “Some kid ran a red light, so I had to gun it to keep from getting hit. But then, yeah, a dog decided to join the party and ran out into the street.”
“Pregnant dog,” Finn chimed in.
“Had to lay my bike down. Skidded down the street and hit the other curb with my head.”
“Helmet?” she asked.
He nodded, then winced at the spike of pain. “Always.”
“Smart. Well, the good news is your pupils are responding normally to light and motion. So, you probably don’t have a concussion.” Annie reached for his head. “Mind if I feel for the knot?”
“Be my guest.”
They both tensed as she touched his scalp, her fingers running gently through his hair.
For just a second a memory from that night flashed in his mind. Her laying under him on the bed, breasts pressed up against his chest, her arms wrapping around his neck, running through his hair.
It was gone before he could pull the rest of the scene into his mind. His eyes locked with hers, and he knew she was remembering the same thing.
She looked away, moving further behind him as her fingers circled along the wound. Zac winced, and she stopped, stepping back.
“You’ve got a moderate-sized protrusion, which in your situation is actually a good thing.”
“It is?” His head tilted.
She nodded and cleared her throat. “Yes, an outward protrusion means the swelling is occurring outside your skull, not inside, where it would put pressure on your brain.”
“Zac’s got a harder head than anyone we know. Takes more than a cement curb to crack his skull,” Finn announced from the perch he’d taken at the wall.
The tiniest of smiles curved her lips. “I’m sure. Let me look at your shoulder.”
Her hands were gentle as she helped him sit forward and examined his abrasions. Gentle, but professional. There were no more flashes of memory shared between them.
God, if Zac was going to torture himself with guilt over what he’d done, he wished he could at least remember that night.
“These skin abrasions are not nearly as bad as some I’ve seen in motorcycle accidents. Really more of a bad rug burn than anything else—first degree, nothing that will leave scars on your back. Leather jacket, I’m assuming?”
They were all he’d worn in high school. He nodded. “Some things don’t change.”
She released him and took a step back again. “Even minor motorcycle accidents can become major without those. I don’t see any reason why you need to be admitted, but we’ll order a CT scan just to be sure. Nurse Wilde will make sure the abrasions are cleaned out, and the med tech will be down to take you for the scan momentarily. I’ll be back to check on you one more time before you leave.”
Their gazes met, her Dr. Griffin persona slipping and fear once again clouding those deep brown eyes. That night—he cursed himself again for not being able to remember it—hung between them almost like a tangible thing.
Wariness, guilt, unease would all be appropriate feelings about that night. But she damn well shouldn’t be afraid of him.
She took another step back, her eyes slipping from his completely, before turning to the guys. “Finn, good to see you again. Aiden, nice to meet you.” Again, no stutter. She touched Riley on the shoulder. “I’ll order the CT. Let me know if you need anything.”
And without another word, she was gone.



       



CHAPTER 4
“Wow, now that’s a blast from the past,” Finn said as they all stared at the door closing behind Annie. “She’s still the same, doesn’t say much if she doesn’t have to. You hung out with her most, Zac. What do you think?”
What did he think? He still couldn’t get past the fear in her eyes. He forced himself to look away from the door. “Annie was always Becky’s friend. Not really mine. But you’re right, she’s never been one to talk much around a group of people.”
Annie had practically lived at Becky’s house in high school. Evidently her home life hadn’t been great, and Becky and Mrs. Peverill had insisted that she stay with them as much as possible. Whenever Zac had been over, Annie had always been in the corner, nose in a book. She had rarely talked to him even though he’d been at the house all the time too. Annie had never talked to anyone, maybe because of the stuttering problem.
Or at least that was what he’d thought. It was only in their senior year he’d realized differently. He’d arrived to pick up Becky for a date, walking over to roll up the hose Mrs. Peverill had used to water her flowers earlier in the day, and heard the women through the open kitchen window, talking.
Annie talking. Chatting. She’d even told an off-color joke that had made both Becky and Mrs. P roar with laughter.
Zac had realized Annie wasn’t always quiet, just around people or situations that made her uncomfortable. Which had included him.
Something had changed in him after that. He’d spent more time trying to include Annie in conversations and plans, much to Becky’s delight. Not that he’d been interested in Annie physically, but he’d become aware of her existence as a person.
Of course, that had led to understanding other aspects of Annie. How kind she was. How intelligent. How funny.
And yes, how attractive.
Becky had known about Zac’s awareness, had even teased him about it a little. But she’d been secure enough in herself and their love not to feel threatened by that awareness.
Becky had known Zac would never betray her. They’d said vows to each other even before the ones they’d taken at the church. Till death did they part.
Zac had at least gotten that part right. He’d fucked up plenty, but at least not that. He would’ve never cheated on Becky.
He winced as Riley began cleaning out the worst of his road rash.
“I guess Anne is married.” He tried to keep his tone neutral. “Have you met her husband?”
“She’s divorced, actually. I asked her on her first day, thinking maybe she and her husband would like to go to dinner or something.”
Zac closed his eyes and grimaced again, hoping it would seem like pain from his wound had caused the reaction, not the sheer and profound relief he felt that Annie didn’t belong to another man.
Because that would make zero sense. Annie being married should not make any difference to him at all.
“Okay, I’m done,” Riley told him. “Frank Jenkins will be here to take you down for the scan in a few minutes.”
All three men groaned at Jenkins’s name.
Riley laughed. “He still trying to get you guys to take him on as a partner?”
Frank Jenkins had moved to town three years ago and had been applying at Linear Tactical for at least two. He showed up there all the time. The man liked guns, knives, and fighting. And he thought he’d make a good partner, or at least employee, at Linear.
Zac and the guys had never even considered it.
Jenkins was okay as a person, but not someone they wanted connected to the business they’d so painstakingly built. He had no restraint, no respect for weapons or fighting tactics. He just wanted to show off, throw his weight around.
That was probably true with a lot of their customers, especially civilians. But it didn’t mean that’s who Zac, or the guys, wanted in someone working for them—or even hanging around them.
“As soon as he heard you’d been in an accident, he took on another shift,” Riley told them, gathering her supplies.
“That guy is a groupie,” Finn muttered, shaking his head.
Aiden shuddered. “I thought they were supposed to be hot.”
“Evidently, we’re in the wrong line of work for hot groupies,” Zac said.
Riley made her way toward the door. “I’ll see you guys later, and I’m sure Mia will be back any minute when she’s finished spreading the word about Anne. Not that many people will remember her.”
Zac grimaced. He had no doubt Riley was right. In Oak Creek, gossip this good—the quiet girl with ne’er-do-well parents secretly returning and becoming one of the town’s most important doctors—wouldn’t take long to spread, with or without Mia’s help.
There was much juicier gossip when it came to Annie and him. But thank God nobody knew about that. Hell, he didn’t even know enough to gossip about it.
Frank Jenkins’s entrance a few minutes later was almost a welcome distraction. His attempt to bro-hug Aiden and Finn made it even more so. The man was oblivious to his own awkwardness. Zac was actually thankful for his wounds.
Jenkins still clasped Zac on his shoulder. “So, a CT scan for you. Sorry about the accident, man.”
Zac nodded and tried to smile. “Thanks.”
“What do you think of Dr. Ice Queen? Mia was saying you all went to high school together.”
“Dr. Griffin?” Zac kept his tone carefully neutral. “She seems like a good doctor.”
Frank tried to lean casually against the wall, mimicking the way Aiden had been standing a few moments ago. “She doesn’t ever talk to anyone, you know? Stuck up. I tried asking her out last week, but she shut me down. Cold as ice, man.”
Or maybe she just had better taste than Frank Jenkins.
A little too late, Jenkins thought better of his words. “Hey, wait, you guys weren’t friends back in the day, were you?”
Zac wanted to get this CT scan finished so he could get out of here. “Not really.”
“I figured not. You would think someone who looks like her would be happy to get asked out, am I right? But she certainly shut me down.”
“Someone who looks like her?” Zac raised an eyebrow. Annie had never put much effort into her looks, but she wasn’t unattractive.
“Just plain, you know?” Jenkins winked. “And so severe. But I guess you don’t always have to be looking at her face. She’s got other things you can watch instead.”
“Jesus, Jenkins.” Finn shook his head.
“Now I personally don’t know why you don’t get back together with Mia Stevenson.” Frank leaned over and nudged Zac, oblivious to the tension in the room. “She’s so hot. But I guess you already know that, am I right? You’re going to have to pass around some deets about that action one of these days.”
Zac barely refrained from rolling his eyes. “It’s bad form to kiss and tell.” Not to mention he and Mia had never really been together, they’d only gone out a few times since he’d moved back into town, although she’d always wanted more.
Frank laughed. “I know, man, but it’s us.”
There was not an us that involved Jenkins. “Sorry. I know when to keep my mouth shut.”
Frank nodded and winked. “Gotcha. Gotcha. Let’s get you into the chair and down to the CT scan.”
“Okay.”
“We’ll stay here in case anyone needs anything,” Finn said, sitting on the bed Zac had vacated.
Those bastards just didn’t want to spend any more time with Jenkins. They smiled innocently and Zac flipped them off behind Jenkins’s head as the man reached for the chart on the way out the door.
The CT scan proved to be much less painful than Jenkins’s constant chatter. At least he accepted Zac’s head injury as an acceptable reason for nonresponse. Finally, he brought Zac back to his ER room.
“Hopefully I’ll catch you guys around town this weekend,” Jenkins said as he moved toward the door.
“Yeah, I’ll probably be laying low,” Zac said. “But I’m sure Aiden and Finn here would love to spend time with you at The Eagle’s Nest.”
He could feel his friends glaring at him but didn’t care. Payback was a bitch.
“That would be the best ever, am I right?” Frank nodded enthusiastically. “I’ll be sure to keep a look out for you. I got some friends I want to introduce you to. They’ve been hot to trot to take some of your classes. Plus, maybe Doc Ice will be there, and I can melt some of that.” Frank began humming a porn theme and grinned at everyone as he left.
“I think we should hire Jenkins as Zac’s personal assistant.” Aiden shook his head as the door closed behind the other man. “Or maybe a customer service rep.”
Finn rolled his eyes. “Especially for our female clients. I’m sure they’d find him charming, am I right?”
Zac didn’t say anything as his friends continued cracking jokes, just leaned back against the bed on his good shoulder. Whether Annie went to The Eagle’s Nest this weekend or not wasn’t any of his business. Nor was what she did with Frank Jenkins or anyone else.
They’d successfully stayed away from each other for six years. It was probably for the best.
He’d never made sure she was okay after that night because, hell, he hadn’t been himself. The next morning he’d gone back to where his unit had been stationed in Afghanistan and had lost himself in his missions, drowning in grief. What he could remember of that night he’d pushed from his mind completely, unable to do anything else if he wanted to keep it together.
Had anybody made sure Annie was okay?
Of course not. She’d lost her best friend and probably felt just as guilty as he had about what had happened. Hell, she’d even left town.
So, her facing him now, he could understand reluctance, even dislike. But fear? And not a surface concern, but the gut-level panic she’d shown before she’d pulled herself together? That came from something else.
Something buried in the night he couldn’t remember.
Heat. Raw passion. Burning fury. That’s what Zac remembered about that night, all of it visceral. And none of it sat well with him. He winced as the ache in his head spiked.
He had a feeling his headaches were only beginning.



       



CHAPTER 5
A nne resisted the urge to go hide in her office. No. Zac couldn’t crush her now the way he once had. Or run her out of town.
Not that he’d seemed to want to.
After his initial demand for another doctor—not unexpected—he’d settled back into a sort of normalcy, treating her the way Finn and Riley had, with friendly detachment.
At least he’d recognized her. How pathetic would it have been if the man she’d lost her virginity to hadn’t?
She’d wanted to run to him and away from him at the same time. To him because he was Zac. She’d spent her entire life fighting the urge to run to him. Away because she was never going to be able to forget that night and what had happened, how he’d broken her. In almost every way someone could be.
So yeah, one look at Zac had her brain thinking that running the other way as fast as she could was a damn fine idea. She didn’t want to get broken again.
But no. She wouldn’t let him. She wasn’t the same person.
And he wasn’t her best friend’s boyfriend/fiancé/husband anymore.
Anne had been in love with Zac when he’d been each of those things for Becky. And although she’d never spoken a word of her feelings to her friend, Becky had known. One night the summer after they’d graduated, Anne spending the night again, Becky had let her knowledge slip.
They’d been up talking about wedding plans, even though the wedding had still been a couple years away. Becky had been so excited—had wanted everything to be perfect. Anne had been for them too.
Because, despite her feelings for Zac, she’d known he was meant for Becky. The two of them had been perfect for each other in every way. Anne would never have begrudged them their happiness.
Becky and Anne had lain down in Becky’s double bed, still giggling every once in a while, or discussing some wedding detail. Both had been drifting off to sleep, Anne’s eyes already closed, when Becky had whispered, “I wish I didn’t love Zac so much so I could give him to you.”
Anne hadn’t moved. Hadn’t opened her eyes. Hadn’t changed her breathing pattern. But inside, her mind had been whirling. Becky knew.
Anne wasn’t sure if Becky had thought she was asleep or had known she’d heard the whispered statement. Either way, from that point on, Anne had gone out of her way to make sure none of her feelings for Zac ever came close to the surface. Anne would’ve never done anything about them anyway, even if Zac had shown any sort of interest in her, which he never had. But just the knowledge that Becky had sensed it had been bad enough. Anne had stayed close to Becky as her friend but had eased back as much as possible from them as a couple.
Though not being around Zac had cut at her, tiny little wounds that were almost unnoticeable unless taking in the damage as a whole. Being around him, knowing he would never be hers, was hard enough.
Not being around him had been even worse.
But she’d survived it. Like she had everything.
After the wedding, Zac and Becky had moved away, and Anne had gone back to medical school. Everything had been okay. When she’d talked to Becky or visited, everything had been better, lighter. When Becky had gotten pregnant with Micah, Anne had been absolutely thrilled for her friend. A piece of her had mourned that it would never be her carrying Zac’s baby, but she’d tamped it down so deep it would never make its way out.
But God, not a single day had gone by when she hadn’t thought about Zac. And that night, two weeks after Becky had died, when they’d both been drinking...
After that night, she still thought about him, but now it was about how much he hated her, how he’d left her bleeding physically and emotionally, and had turned her away so brutally. Drunk or not, he’d still devastated her.
When she’d moved back, Anne had known she’d run into Zac eventually. Oak Creek wasn’t large enough for them to avoid each other forever.
But she hadn’t thought it would be in her second week of work.
Nor that it would be so painful or overwhelming, or that six years later the last words he’d said to her would still burn so agonizingly through her psyche.
I can’t even bear to look at you. You just betrayed the only person in this town who ever wanted you here. Get out and don’t come back.
The memory almost had her running for her office again.
She’d survived that night too. And after she’d finally managed to get herself together, she’d taken Zac at his word and gotten out.
She’d even transferred out of state to finish her residency, so she wouldn’t risk seeing anyone she knew. Especially Zac Mackay.
But out of options, she’d ended up back here anyway. He couldn’t run her out of town now because she had nowhere else to go, no savings, no way of starting again.
She was staying. Zac would have to live with it.
Anne was standing alone at the nurses’ station when she heard a voice behind her. “I don’t know why you thought you could hide. It was only a matter of time before someone remembered you.” Mia.
She was just as beautiful, maybe even more so, as she had been in high school—wavy blonde hair, big green eyes, full pouty lips.
Anne breathed in a silent, calming breath. “I wasn’t trying to hide anything, Mia. I just didn’t announce my maiden name, that’s all.”
Those green eyes narrowed. “I remember you. You thought you were better than everyone else. Smarter too.”
Anne let out a small sigh. “I was shy. Talking to people wasn’t my forte, as you well know.” It still wasn’t. But at least in the hospital Anne didn’t have as much difficulty. Usually.
Mia’s eyes narrowed. “You always followed Zac around like a puppy or something.”
Other people were starting to mill around them. Anne forced herself to stay calm. She knew her own emotional triggers. Multiple eyes on her tended to induce the stuttering.
“Becky Peverill was my best friend. Becky and Zac were inseparable. So yeah, I-I-I...” She stopped. Swallowed. “I was around Zac a lot in high school.” And hell, the puppy description was probably accurate.
“Well, Zac and I are together now. He’s mine and you can’t have him.”
Anne almost laughed out loud at the absurdity of that statement. Zac had never been hers, would never be. The one night they’d gotten close, she’d ended up bloody in more ways than one.
She was saved from having to answer when Riley passed by the station at that moment, medical chart in hand. “That’s totally not true and you know it, Mia. You and Zac aren’t a couple. You haven’t ever been a couple.”
Mia glared at the younger woman. “Whatever. He’s hung out more with me than any other woman in this town.” She turned to glare at Anne again. “Just don’t forget that.”
Mia turned and headed toward Zac’s room. Riley and Anne watched her go.
“I see some things never change.” Anne shook her head. She wouldn’t be able to look that sexy walking across a room if she had the rest of her life to practice.
Riley shrugged, handing the chart to Anne. “Yep. Welcome home. Here are Zac’s CT results.” She gave Anne a little nudge on the arm, then walked away.
Alone again, Anne looked down at Zac’s file. Everything was fine. He would be fine. No permanent damage, no need to stay overnight or run any further tests. With anyone else, she would be happy to go back and share the good news.
With Zac, she had to brace for the emotional blow that was coming. She’d grown up with alcoholic parents who turned on a dime. She’d learned early on that a fist you were unprepared for hurt the most.
She wouldn’t let her guard down with Zac. Not this time. Never again.
But Oak Creek was her home now. If she had to fight to stay, she would.
Even though she was terrible when it came to fighting, particularly for herself. She hadn’t been able to do it as a child, and as an adult she was even worse. She’d never learned to protect herself. The best she’d been able to do was make herself invisible.
She wished she could go back to the last two weeks, when no one here had known who she was.
It was so much easier being invisible.



       



CHAPTER 6
T  he biggest problem with working in the ER was the insane schedule.
Emergencies happened when they happened. And it felt like they always decided to just when Anne was trying to get off shift.
She’d ended up working another eighteen hours after Zac had left with Mia, who had smiled broadly as she’d promised to take prompt care of any and all Zac’s needs.
Which shouldn’t bother Anne. Whether he and Mia were together or not had nothing to do with her. Fortunately, the constant activity in the ER had left Anne too busy to think much about anything, including Zac. Then once things had finally calmed enough for her to head home, she’d promptly fallen asleep for thirteen hours.
But for the last two days, she’d had to force herself not to think about Zac. Not to think anything about him at all. Better for her sanity that way.
It wasn’t like he’d be having motorcycle accidents all the time and showing up in her ER. Oak Creek was small as far as towns went, but big enough that she could dive headfirst behind a cart if she saw him while at the grocery store or something.
Anne rolled her eyes at herself. Yeah, she’d just avoid him. And given her schedule—it was eleven o’clock at night and she was currently wide awake, unpacking boxes in her new home—it shouldn’t be a problem.
Home.
Thanks to Carol, she had a home, owned free and clear. With a yard where she’d be able to plant a little garden: fruits, vegetables, flowers...everything. She’d love to get a dog too—had always wanted one—but her schedule wouldn’t permit it. It wouldn’t be fair to leave the poor little guy on his own if she ended up working a twenty-four-hour or more shift.
But she had a home. Even back in high school this house had always been closer to home than the rundown, two-bedroom, government-subsidized place where her parents had lived. During their sophomore year, Becky had struck up a conversation with her—she’d found Anne inside the grocery store trying to figure out a way to stretch whatever measly amount of money she’d been able to pilfer from her parents into a week’s worth of meals. Then Becky had dragged Anne to her house for dinner. From that moment on, to Anne, this place had been everything a home was meant to be.
The walls around her were no longer the pastel colors Carol and Becky had painted them in high school. They no longer held all the decorations and heavy curtains Carol had leaned toward. She’d had it painted before she died, made it a place where Anne could come in and start fresh. So, the house could be hers rather than her feeling like she was a guest.
Sadness sat heavy on her chest for a minute. Carol had died of lung cancer, although she’d never smoked, and by the time it had been caught it was already stage IV. Anne had flown in immediately from Tampa, even though she hadn’t really had the money to afford it. She’d gone with Carol to the oncologist to ask the questions Carol might not have known to ask. Ultimately, with a prognosis of only six months to live and having already lost all her other family, Carol had opted against chemo.
Anne had tried to talk her out of that, but the older woman hadn’t listened. And God bless her, Carol hadn’t had much money, but she’d had this house. All Anne could do now was appreciate that the woman had continued to be as generous in her death as she’d been in life.
She had a home, one she planned to be in for a long time. She’d continue to pay off her massive debt, then add what she could—furniture, knickknacks—as time went on. She didn’t have much money right now, but she had time. The other stuff would come.
She dragged a box across the floor. The only thing she owned right now that had any aesthetic appeal at all was her collection of books. Her furniture was mostly secondhand or cheap quality, her car only ran on good days, and she’d never been someone who enjoyed expensive jewelry.
But her few rare books were her prized possessions, not to mention a ton of non-rare that she loved. Everything from Tolkien to Jane Austen to John Green.
So, she would make the heavy bookshelf she’d gotten at a secondhand store in Tampa the centerpiece of the room. She would face the couch toward it the way other people’s faced a television. Who cared if no one else understood her collection? She didn’t plan to have many people over anyway. This would just be for her.
She grimaced. Moving that solid, wooden bookshelf would be a bitch. But she wasn’t likely to have anyone around to help her for the foreseeable future, so she might as well get it over with.
She’d gotten it about five feet across the room, pulling from one direction and then pushing from the other, when she decided it would be easier, if a little riskier, to tilt and walk it side by side. She was moving the first corner when a pounding on her front door made her jump—and the heavy bookshelf began to topple over on her.
Anne cried out, putting all her strength under it to keep it from crushing her as it fell to the floor, but it wouldn’t be enough. She wouldn’t be able to stop it.
She heard the door open.
“What the hell?” came a man’s muffled voice before his much more considerable strength was added to hers and the bookshelf was righted again. “Annie?”
“Zac?”
“What are you doing here?” they both asked at the same time. Then they stood in silence, waiting for the other to answer.
“How did you get in?” she asked. “I know I locked the door.” It may not be necessary here in Oak Creek, but it had been in Tampa.
“I have a key. Carol gave me one when I moved back to town four years ago in case she ever locked herself out or something. I saw the lights on from the road and wanted to make sure no one was breaking into the place. What are you doing here?”
“I live here.”
It wasn’t easy to catch Zac off guard. Evidently, this news did. “What?”
She shrugged, stepping further away from him. “Carol left it to me in her will. It’s a big part of the reason why I moved home. Um, thanks for the help.”
Zac ignored her, walking around, glancing at the walls, the boxes. The house wasn’t big. Three bedrooms and an open floor plan that allowed the living room, dining area, and kitchen to open into one large space. He finally turned to study her before looking at the bookshelf again.
“Where do you want this? I can’t leave here wondering if they’ll find your body buried under it in a couple days.”
She pointed where she’d been trying to get it and together they moved it much more easily. She grabbed a few of her most precious books and arranged them on one of the heavy wooden shelves.
“There. I feel more at home already.”
“You and your books. You always had your head buried in one.” He looked around again. “It didn’t take you long to erase every bit of evidence that Mrs. P lived here. She told me she was leaving it to family, someone she felt could use it. I thought it would just be sold, honestly. But I never dreamed she’d leave it to you.”
She flinched at his hard tone, but didn’t defend herself against his accusation of erasing Carol. What difference would it make if he knew Carol had painted the walls herself before she died? “I never dreamed she’d leave it to me either. But it helped me in ways she couldn’t possibly have known.”
Zac looked away. “She had cancer. Didn’t tell any of us until it was too late.”
She nodded. “Yeah, she was already stage IV by the time she was diagnosed. I came out from Tampa a couple times to go to the oncologist with her.”
His gaze snapped up and she couldn’t help but take a step back. “You were in town?”
“For a couple days. In case Carol had any questions or didn’t understand something her physician was talking about. It can be pretty overwhelming.”
“And the funeral?”
“I was here. But again, only for a day or two.” Anne had booked a room out of town both times. The thought of staying at The Mayor’s Inn had been too painful. She couldn’t even look at that hotel without feeling sick to her stomach.
And she’d avoided everyone—particularly Zac—as much as possible. Just in case his words about not coming back were still true. She tried to swallow the panic that threatened to overwhelm her. Maybe he still felt that way now, even though he hadn’t said anything at the hospital.
“There.” He pointed at her. “That look that just came into your eyes. I saw it at the hospital. It’s like you’re afraid of me, Annie.” He took a step closer and she instinctively one back. One of his eyebrows shot up, letting her know she’d proved his point. “Do you think I’m going to hurt you?”
“No.” Not physically. She’d never worried that he’d hurt her that way, despite having five inches and probably fifty pounds—all muscle—on her.
But he was right. She couldn’t continue living in Oak Creek with them ignoring everything that had happened that night. What had been said. What had been done. Maybe she would’ve tried to, and to avoid Zac forever, if he hadn’t ended up in her ER.
But the truth was, there weren’t enough bushes in this town for her to jump into. She was going to run into Zac. A lot.
Sometimes all you could do was face the past.
She pulled a breath in. “I’m not scared of you. I mean, I know you would never hurt me physically. For crying out loud, you wrecked your motorcycle rather than hit a dog.” She’d meant for her laugh to seem breezy, but it just sounded stilted. “But yeah, I mean, we can’t pretend like that night never happened. The stuff we did. Stuff you...we said.”
His eyes narrowed. “That night we spent together after Becky died.”
“Yeah. That night.” As if they’d had another. “The bottom line is, I can’t leave here, Zac. No matter what you said then, or even if you feel the same way now.”
He shook his head, brows furrowing. “I don’t expect you to leave. You’re obviously a respected doctor, more than competent. Why would you think I wanted you to leave?”
Some of the tension she’d been carrying since his arrival in the ER began to ease. He was right. Something said in grief and anger six years ago didn’t necessarily hold true all this time later. She was silly for thinking it did. “Okay, well, it’s good to know you don’t feel the same as you did back then.”
He took a single predatory step closer, and she tensed again. “I said something that night to make you think you needed to leave?”
She stared at him, her mouth flopping open like some sort of fish. “You don’t remember what you said?”
Those words would be engrained in her memory forever.
Get out and don’t come back.
He rubbed his forehead. “That whole night is fuzzy for me.”
I can’t even bear to look at you. You just betrayed the only person in this town who ever wanted you here.
Tossing her naked into the hallway before flinging her clothes at her.
“What do you remember?” She forced the words past a throat that seemed to have dried up.
His hand moved to the back of his neck. “Honestly, not much at all. It’s sort of a blur.”
She retreated a step from him again. That night had been the most important night of her life. The best. The worst. It had changed the very fabric of her being.
And it was sort of a blur for him.
“I mean, I know we had sex, right?” Those blue eyes pinned her.
He couldn’t even remember that clearly.
“Yes.” Sort of.
It had all been going fine until he’d realized she was a virgin, and she’d been stupid enough to tell him she’d always loved him.
He rubbed his forehead. “And then afterward we fought?”
His hand dropped down and he watched her, studied her, evidently hoping she would shed some clarity on his fuzziness. And all she could do was try to keep the pieces of her heart from shattering into a million more right here in front of him.
He didn’t remember.
That had defined her life, and he didn’t remember.
She’d often wondered if he’d regretted his words. If he’d been concerned that they might have truly wounded her more than he’d meant them to. If he’d considered trying to find her and talk through what had happened, what had been said.
But he hadn’t. Because he didn’t remember.
And now he wanted her to fill in the blanks.
Like hell she would. If he couldn’t remember, she wasn’t going to help him.
She forced a smile onto her face. “You know what? We were drunk, Zac. That night is a little blurry for me too,” she lied. “Let’s agree to forget about it and move on.”
His eyes narrowed. “But I said something that made you think I didn’t want you in Oak Creek anymore.”
I can’t even bear to look at you.
Get out and don’t come back.
Anne closed her eyes. For six years she’d known she should hate Zac for what he had done, what he had said, but she’d never been able to. She couldn’t hate him. What he’d said had come from the unbearable pain of having just lost his family.
Still, it had destroyed her.
And he didn’t remember it at all.
She tried her best to smile. “I think the statute of limitations pretty much eradicates anything either one of us said that night. Especially since you can’t remember.”
“I don’t want you to be afraid of me.”
She turned and began loading more books on the shelves. “Deal. Now that I know you’re not upset that I’ve moved back to town, I won’t have any concerns.”
“Annie...”
God, she couldn’t bear to hear that tone in his voice, the one that suggested he cared about her. She could forget six years ago, push down the pain that had shattered her heart when he’d left her alone, naked and bleeding—literally and figuratively.
But she couldn’t be around him. Not as casual friends. Maybe someday, but not right now.
“It’s super late. I appreciate you saving me from the bookshelf of death, but I think I’m going to head to bed,” she lied without blinking.
It at least distracted Zac from whatever he was going to say. “Yeah, I guess it is late.
“How is your head and back? Any complications?”
He studied her for a moment, then shrugged. “No. A little headache and my back is still tender. But nothing bad.”
“That’s good.” Mia had undoubtedly helped with that. “Thanks for stopping by.”
Zac walked to the door but turned back before stepping out. “Annie.”
No, not tonight. She couldn’t talk anymore about any of it. She moved to the door. “Thanks again for your help.”
She closed it softly but firmly in his face, then made a mental note.
Change locks immediately.



       



CHAPTER 7
“Damn, Mackay. What bug up and died in your ass?”
Finn ducked under a roundhouse kick that would’ve sent the other man sprawling over the sparring mat. Zac wasn’t pulling any punches, but he didn’t need to with Finn. His friend could more than hold his own. The two of them had been sparring since their Army days. And wrestling since they were toddlers.
But it didn’t mean Finn was wrong. Zac had been pissed for the past couple days, since he’d left Mrs. P’s—damn it, Annie’s—house.
Zac brought his arms up to protect his face as Finn moved in with a series of jabs. Duchess, that damn pregnant German shepherd, lay at the side of the ring, watching them lazily. When they hadn’t been able to find her owner after the accident, they’d brought her to Linear to stay with them.
“What’s the matter?” Finn’s words burst out between blows. “Is Mia not taking care of you the way she should? Did she kick you out of her house? Because I know you didn’t let her stay at your place while you were recovering.”
Zac stepped to the side before throwing a few punches at Finn’s midsection. “I didn’t stay with Mia. Didn’t want Mia.”
Finn stepped back, holding out his hand to call for a break. Zac stopped and they both took off their protective headgear before grabbing water.
“Okay, so no Mia. Fair enough. I know you guys don’t have anything permanent.”
“We never really had anything at all.”
Finn’s eyebrow rose. “Okay. Any reason why that’s such a decisive statement today?”
“She’s just not what I want.”
If possible, his friend’s eyebrow went even higher. “That wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with Becky’s long-lost doctor bestie showing back up in town, would it?”
Everything. “Did you know Annie moved into Mrs. P’s place? I know she’s only been in town for two weeks, but she wiped every single bit of Mrs. P out of that house. No more of her furniture, all those crazy colored walls painted over.”
Finn took a sip of water. “Actually, Aiden, Dorian, and I painted it for her about a month before she passed. She said she had family who would be living in it and she wanted to make sure that person could start fresh.”
He winced. And here he’d accused Annie of erasing all presence of Mrs. P. At least this time he could remember what an asshole he’d been. “Why didn’t I know about this?”
“It was while you were out in North Carolina with Shane Westman, getting the satellite office up and running. Mrs. P didn’t want us to tell you how weak she was becoming. She just asked us to paint and rip out that hideous Little Mermaid wallpaper in the bathroom.”
Zac couldn’t stop his smile. “Becky loved that stupid wallpaper when she was a kid but hated it by the time she was in high school.”
“Ethan was there most of the day. He tried to talk her into putting up a nice Star Wars print.”
Zac didn’t doubt it. Finn’s seven-year-old son was a Star Wars and Lego fanatic.
“That day, Mrs. P offered to pay me to take her furniture out after she passed. Of course, I told her I wouldn’t take her money. But she paid for a rental unit for a year and had me move it there once she was gone. I know some of Becky’s stuff may still be there, so if you want to look through it, let me know. Otherwise, it’s all supposed to be donated to Goodwill.”
Zac wiped sweat off his forehead. Of course, his mother-in-law had done all that. Caring for others had been in her blood. “Did you know Mrs. P left the house to Anne?”
Finn shook his head and took another sip of water. “Dude, I could barely remember Anne. I wouldn’t have been able to pick her out of a lineup before seeing her again at the hospital. But no, I didn’t. What’s up with you and her? I mean, I know she and Becky were tight, but I don’t remember you hanging out with her much. And you definitely never mentioned her since we moved back.”
He’d hung out with Annie, of course. It was impossible not to when she was Becky’s friend. She’d been Becky’s polar opposite in every way: quiet to Becky’s loud, pale to Becky’s tan, tall and willowy to Becky’s short and curvy. She’d been afraid of her own shadow, awkward in most social situations, and just generally forgettable to most people.
But not to Zac. Never to Zac.
He sat down and leaned against one of the corner posts of the sparring ring. “Annie and I slept together.”
Finn nearly spewed his water. “Oh shit, when? Yesterday?”
“No. A long time ago.”
Finn sat down against the opposite corner post, shaking his head. “How long ago?”
“Right after Becky died. The night before my leave was over, and I flew back out to resume duty. I was drunk as shit.”
Finn leaned his head against the post. “You never drink.”
“Not after that night. Haven’t gotten drunk since. Pretty much the whole thing is a blank for me. I remember a few flashes, but nothing as a whole. I feel like shit.”
“Dude, you’re not the first guy who got drunk and looked for comfort after his wife died. Hell, anything you needed to do to survive that time could pretty much be excused. You’d just lost your family.”
Part of Zac knew that was true. The other was utterly ashamed of what he’d done. “I’ve accepted that I’m an asshole for sleeping with someone else right after Becky died. The bigger problem is that evidently, I said something to Annie that night that was...unkind. She was afraid of me, Finn. At the hospital. I could see it.”
“Are you sure? She’s always been pretty shy.”
Zac reached up to rub the tension in the back of his neck. “She pretty much said so when I saw her the other night. Said that we’d let bygones be bygones as long as I didn’t still want her to leave town.”
He’d been trying to piece together more since Annie had shut the door in his face. Had he really told her he didn’t want her to stay in town? If so, she’d evidently taken him at his word.
He would give anything to remember that night. He remembered the heat between them, the kisses in his hotel room at The Mayor’s Inn.
He remembered Annie’s hair, for once loose from her braid, fanned out around her naked body on the bed, her pretty face smiling up at him. And him smiling at her in return.
And then something had happened. For the life of him, Zac didn’t know what. They’d had sex—right? He wasn’t even sure about that. Like they’d started...and then stopped. Why?
And then a blank. He couldn’t remember anything but waking up the next day completely hungover, a knot on his head, leaning against the wall of his hotel room. No recollection of why Annie wasn’t there or how things had been left between them.
Evidently, not good.
He’d barely made his transport to Colorado Springs before he’d been flown back to Afghanistan. And then he’d been so disgusted with himself, with what he’d done, that he’d forced himself not to think about that night at all. Pushed it completely from his mind.
But now he couldn’t hide from the truth. “She was scared of me. In the hospital. Not just a general unease, but true fear.”
Zac jumped up, the most unbearable thought coursing through his brain. What if Annie’s fear was not because of something he’d said, but something he’d done?
Jesus, what if Annie hadn’t really wanted to have sex with him? What if she’d changed her mind, and he hadn’t understood or hadn’t had himself under enough control? He would never hurt a woman that way on purpose—God, especially not Annie.
But there was so fucking much he didn’t remember about that night.
Finn stood also. “Whatever you’re thinking right now? The answer is no. You would never hurt a woman like that, Zac. It’s not even in your DNA, for God’s sake.”
He wanted to believe that was true. With everything inside him, he wanted to. But he damn sure wasn’t going to take his own hole-riddled memory’s word for it. He was going to talk to Annie right damn now and understand exactly what had happened that night.
But then Sheriff Nelson walked in the door of the barn Linear had outfitted for all sorts of martial arts and boxing training. “Aiden told me you guys were in here beating the tar out of each other.”
“Sorry, Sheriff.” Finn walked over to shake the man’s hand. “If you’d gotten here ten minutes sooner, you could’ve seen Zac crying for his mommy.”
The old man didn’t break into one of his normally easy-going smiles. “Well, I’m glad you’re done, because I need your help.”
“What’s up?” Zac asked.
“Another attack. This one out in Fremont County. A woman’s car broke down, so she decided to walk into work and was dragged behind the abandoned bottling factory and raped. The Lincoln sheriff asked if you guys might be willing to do some tracking around the scene.”
Damn it. Doubly not what Zac wanted to deal with right now, given where his thoughts about Annie had been. But if he and the guys could help stop a rapist, Zac’s personal baggage would have to wait. “Do they think it’s the same guy as last week?”
“Looks that way. I don’t have any jurisdiction over there, I’m just helping Landon Rogers out in a completely unofficial capacity. But now there’s been two very similar attacks in one week in counties surrounding Oak Creek. So, I can’t help but take that pretty damn seriously.”
“Dorian would be best for this, of course. But he’s out of pocket,” Finn said, then gave Zac a nod.
Dorian sometimes spent days at a time out in the woods alone. The man suffered from severe PTSD and often couldn’t bear to be around other people for extended amounts of time. He was the best survival specialist they had—the man was damn near MacGyver out in nature—but when he had to get away, he had to get away.
Dorian was currently away.
“I’ll help you, Sheriff.” Zac began cleaning up the sparring ring. “I need to get out of here anyway.”
“Yes, please take Gargamel here with you. Then maybe I won’t have to keep kicking his ass to get him out of his mood.” Finn ducked as Zac sent a sparring glove at his head.
Forty-five minutes later, Zac pulled up to the crime scene behind Sheriff Nelson. Just south of Oak Creek in neighboring Lincoln County, the scene itself already had a half dozen law enforcement personnel looking for any sort of trace evidence the rapist might’ve left behind. They didn’t need another person in the mix further contaminating the scene.
That was okay, because ground zero wasn’t why Zac was here. He needed to find out where the perp had gone after fleeing the scene or, barring that, perhaps where he’d been before the rape had occurred. As Zac had learned to do in the Army when trying to find an unknown enemy combatant, he walked in a circle, looking outward.
Where would he go if he were the rapist? Were these spur-of-the-moment attacks? Were the women chosen because of a certain feature, like hair color, height, or how they walked? Did they know their attacker, or did he take them by surprise? Zac didn’t have a lot of details, and hell, even if he did, he wasn’t some FBI profiler.
The area wasn’t wilderness, so there were no shoe prints or anything truly trackable. It was a cluster of buildings and warehouses on the outskirts of the small town of Hillsdale. Most were abandoned, but even the ones that weren’t didn’t have enough people coming in and out to help someone in trouble.
Zac continued walking around, trying to think like someone preparing for an attack. “The fact that it’s the building closest to the road could suggest it was a crime of opportunity.”
The sheriff nodded. “I agree. But in both cases the guy was wearing a mask.”
Zac grimaced. “So, the victims might have known their attacker.”
“Could be the same guy or some sort of copycat.”
Zac walked a little farther to a sign that was partially overgrown by bushes. It was about twenty yards from the warehouse door and only ten feet from the street.
If Zac were planning an ambush, this was where he would do it from. He stepped in for a closer look and within a few moments had his confirmation.
“Somebody was definitely here.” He pointed out branches on the shrubs. “The broken pieces are still green on the ground, so it was recent. And it looks like he got a little bored.” He pointed to a tiny stack of rocks an inch or two high.
“What is that?”
“It seems as if he wasn’t mentally disciplined enough not to get bored while waiting for the victim to show up.”
“But he was definitely waiting?”
Zac looked around. “Yes. And it doesn’t make much sense to just wait and see if some woman would randomly walk by here. I’m sure when Rogers’s men take a closer look at the victim’s car, they’ll see whatever caused her ‘breakdown’ was deliberate.”
Nelson let out a curse. They spent the next hour searching but couldn’t find anything.
“Got time to run by the county clinic?” Sheriff Nelson asked. “Rogers is there. He might have a couple questions.”
Zac once again followed the sheriff in his car, then spent the next thirty minutes at the clinic providing what insight he could to Sheriffs Rogers and Nelson, glad to see this wasn’t any sort of turf war.
When the door to one of the examination rooms opened with a quiet click, and both law enforcement officers stopped talking, Zac knew the victim was in there.
“I guess they’re almost finished,” Nelson said. “I’ve got to give Dr. Griffin a ride back to Oak Creek anyway.”
Zac turned to look at him. “Annie is here? Why?”
“Both doctors who work at this clinic are male, and the victim was pretty upset. I was at the hospital when I got the call from Landon, and Dr. Griffin offered to help, even though I think she’d just gotten off a thirty-six-hour shift or something.”
Annie appeared in the room’s doorway then, stopping to talk to who looked to be the victim’s parents. The mother rushed past her after a moment, but the father seemed rooted in place, his world completely shaken. Annie stopped and spoke to him in low, deliberate tones, her voice not carrying even in the smallish room. She touched him on the arm—his distress obvious—offering whatever medical advice or comfort she could. The man hung on her words, on Annie’s gentle, calming presence. His face was grim as he straightened his shoulders, nodded at her, and entered the room.
Annie wiped a hand over her face, her shoulders slumping with exhaustion before she, too, gathered her strength and moved forward toward the sheriffs, evidence bags in hand.
She faltered when she saw Zac, but then straightened once more, wariness now warring with exhaustion, eyes darting to the door like she might need to make a quick getaway.
Multiple reactions warred inside him. He needed answers for what had happened all those years ago, needed to know if he’d hurt her in ways he’d never imagined.
But more than that was the urge to help her now. To pull her into his arms and just let her rest, let her release the weight bearing down on her. To feed her and put her to bed and make sure she got uninterrupted sleep for the next ten hours or however long it took to erase that exhaustion from her eyes.
It wasn’t something he was used to, and not something he would’ve thought he’d ever feel toward her. He wasn’t sure how to make it go away.
Or even if he wanted it to.



       



CHAPTER 8
A nne loved her job, she really did. From her first anatomy class in high school, she’d known she wanted to be a doctor.
But sometimes being one completely sucked. Like having to run a rape kit on a terrified nineteen-year-old girl who couldn’t stop crying. Kimmy had kept apologizing no matter how many times Anne had assured her it was all right.
God, Anne was angry. Kimmy was just a teenager who’d walked in for her evening shift as a waitress at one of the town’s restaurants, thinking she was safe in the town she’d lived most of her life. Yet, she’d been brutalized. And Anne was so pissed for having to explain to Kimmy’s father that right now he had to put his own fury aside and concentrate on whatever his daughter needed.
And Anne was tired. She’d been exhausted before she’d offered to help Sheriff Nelson. Now, she was beyond weary. She needed to give this evidence to Sheriff Rogers, then she wanted nothing more than to just go home. Hopefully, there would be something in the rape kit that would be useful in the case. The rapist had at least worn a condom. Although that wasn’t good in terms of evidence, it was much better for Kimmy.
Eyes burning and blurring—she really needed to get these contacts out—she turned toward the main counter of the clinic, relieved when she saw Sheriff Rogers already there. That ease ran screaming out the door when she noticed Zac a second later. She had to force the rest of her body not to do the same.
What was he doing here? Both sheriffs motioned her over, and she walked toward them, steps all but dragging, like she was being led to the guillotine.
“Thanks so much again for coming, Dr. Griffin,” Rogers said.
She handed him the evidence bags. “Please, call me Anne. And although I certainly hate that I was here under these circumstances, I’m always glad to help in any way I can.”
“We truly appreciate it. I’m certain having a female doctor made it easier on Kimmy.”
Anne fought the urge to rub her fingers against her gritty eyes. “I don’t think anything will make today easier for Kimmy.”
“I suppose not. But we appreciate you coming out here anyway.” Rogers gestured to Zac. “Do you know Zac Mackay? He and the rest of the Linear Tactical guys have some tracking and observation skills useful for a lot of crime scenes. He’s helping us too.”
She forced herself to look at him. “Yes, Zac and I know each other.”
Damn those gorgeous blue eyes. They’d always pulled at her. When Becky had been alive, it had made her feel guilty. Now, it just made her feel stupid.
But they kept pulling her.
They’d agreed to distance. It was the best thing. The smart thing.
“You look dead on your feet,” Sheriff Nelson said. “Let me get you home.”
“I’d be more than happy to take you, if you can wait a few minutes while I get things wrapped up here. Maybe we could get a bite to eat first.” She felt a hand touch her on the small of her back and realized it was Sheriff Rogers. Her eyes jerked away from Zac and over at the other man. She hadn’t really paid attention to him when she’d arrived, too focused on getting to Kimmy. He wasn’t nearly as old as Sheriff Nelson, probably only a few years older than her own thirty-one. Curly black hair just a tad too long. Friendly brown eyes. Chiseled jaw.
And was he asking her out? “Oh. Well, thank you, Sheriff...”
He smiled. “Please, call me Landon.”
That smile was potent. “Landon. Okay, wow, well...”
“Actually, Annie and I already have plans for dinner, Landon,” Zac cut in. Her gaze flew back to him. “She just moved back in town, and we’ve been wanting to catch up. We went to high school together.”
Zac and Landon stared at each other for a second. What in the world was going on? And why was Zac saying they were going out to dinner?
Anne wanted to go home. She didn’t have the mental fortitude to play a game she didn’t understand the rules for.
After a moment, Landon gave a slight nod. “I understand.” He turned from Zac and looked at her. “And we really do appreciate you coming out here. I hope next time it will be under different circumstances.”
He turned and walked back toward Kimmy’s room.
Sheriff Nelson popped Zac on the shoulder. “If you don’t mind taking Doc Griffin back to Oak Creek, I can get some more work done.” He smiled gently at her. “That okay with you, Doc? I know you and Mackay used to be pretty tight.”
That was not the word she would’ve used, but she wasn’t about to argue. “Sure, that’s fine.”
Zac said nothing, just held the door open and led her out, now his hand at the small of her back. He walked her to his truck, again opening the door for her. Silently they began the thirty-minute drive back to Oak Creek.
She knew she should say something. Just normal small talk stuff. It had always frustrated Darren that she’d never seemed able to carry a conversation with people. And right now, she was even less able to. The pitiful cries of a teenage girl filled her head, ricocheting through her mind with jagged edges, cutting her. She stared out at the stark Wyoming scenery as it flew by, forehead against the window, wishing it would sweep her away.
She relaxed some as the miles passed, her hands in her lap, realizing Zac wasn’t going to force polite conversation just for the sake of filling the silence. She had no idea why he’d told Landon they were going to dinner, but now she was glad he had. There was no way she would’ve made it through dinner with a stranger, even one as polite as the sheriff.
“Do you want pizza or burgers?” Zac asked after a few more miles. “And before you tell me no, you’ve got to eat before you fall into whatever coma you’re planning on going into. Otherwise you won’t get the rest you need.”
The hell of it was, he was right. Without food, she would sleep fitfully at best, then wake up nauseous and weak. But she couldn’t afford to go out to eat.
Another two years of paying off creditors and lawyer fees, and then she could start thinking about splurging. But not yet.
“I’m good. I’ll just grab something at home.”
She felt his eyes on her. “Really? You’re going to send me to eat somewhere alone? I didn’t think you were that mean.”
He didn’t fool her for a second. “Yep. I’m known world over for my cruelty.”
“Annie.” She felt his hand on hers for a moment, a gentle squeeze before letting go. A show of friendship that cracked something inside her.
Yes, she had to eat. But moreover, she didn’t want to be alone right now.
“Pizza,” she finally said. “The place down on Samuels, if that’s okay. That’s close to where I parked.”
She didn’t turn from the window, afraid she’d give into the temptation to get lost in those eyes again. To touch him. To ask him—just this once—if he would hold her for a second. Maybe if she were pressed against his heart, she wouldn’t hear Kimmy’s cries. Her chest kept tightening.
“She’s alive, you know,” he said a few moments later, like he could read her thoughts. “That’s the most important thing. I know that doesn’t eradicate what happened to her, but she’s got the chance to fight now.”
He was right. Tomorrow was going to be a rough day for Kimmy, but at least she would have one. “Did you find anything that will help catch who did this?”
“Looks like he was waiting for her. That probably eliminates a stranger and so, yeah, that will help Landon a lot.”
“I want them to catch this guy and put him under the jail.”
He reached over and squeezed her hands again, letting them go before she could figure out what to say or do. “I know you do, sweetheart. And they will.”
They pulled up at New Brother’s, one of the two local pizza joints in Oak Creek, just a couple blocks from the hospital. Hospital staff often chose it over the cafeteria.
She’d barely gotten her door open before Zac was at her side, opening it the rest of the way for her. She was still in her scrubs, but probably wouldn’t be the only person here in them.
As they walked inside and were seated in a booth near the rear, Zac’s hand stayed at her back the entire time.
“Still like pepperoni and black olives?” he asked when the waitress came to take their order.
She couldn’t hide her surprise as she nodded.
“What? We ate them all the damn time in high school.”
She was still smiling when she excused herself to go to the bathroom. One glance in the mirror had the smile disappearing. She looked exactly like she felt: as if she’d been run over by a dump truck that had then stopped and poured a pile of bricks over her. She redid her braid, but that was all she could do. She didn’t have any makeup. She wouldn’t really know what to do with it even if she did.
She slid back into the booth across from him and gratefully sipped her iced tea, which was unsweetened, never sweet like they had in Tampa. When the pizza arrived a few minutes later, she leapt for it.
She’d scarfed down nearly an entire slice—she wouldn’t have any feeling in the roof of her mouth for days—before she realized he was staring at her, smiling.
“I’m sorry,” she said, mouth still half full. Geez, could she be any more socially awkward? “I was hungrier than I thought.”
“And you’ve always loved pizza. You and Becky both. I remember how she always tried to talk her mom into coming here for dinner as much as possible. On all our dates too.” He flinched and looked down at the table. “I’m sorry.”
“For bringing up Becky?” Anne couldn’t help it; she reached across the table to touch his hand. She kept her grip loose, friendly, fighting the urge to run her fingers along his skin. “You never have to apologize for talking about her or Micah. I know how important they were to you. I loved them too.”
He gave a brief nod. “I know. She loved you as well.”
She let go of his hand and slid it back to her plate. “Boggles the mind, doesn’t it? That she and I could be such good friends? We were so different. I never really understood it.” She took another bite of pizza.
“I did. At least from her point of view.”
“You did?”
He set his slice down. “You had a focus and determination Becky always admired. You had nothing really going in your favor at home—no encouragement, no support—but you refused to let that stop you. She never had one second of doubt that you would become a doctor, and she admired you for it. You were what she could never be.”
That was the most backward thing she’d ever heard. “Are you kidding? She was what I could never be. Beautiful, outgoing, charming.”
“And never able to finish anything she started, often loud, and always opinionated.” Zac laughed. “I should know, I was on the brunt end of those features quite often.”
She chuckled. “God, she was loud, wasn’t she? She had no idea what an inside voice was.”
Grinning, they both went back to their pizza. Their love for Becky would always be what bound them together, not pushed them apart.
“You already look better,” he said as he took another bite of his slice.
“I feel better. Thanks for making me stop. I learned quite a few years ago that working a really long shift and then crashing before I got any food in my system made for a pretty ugly next day. Today I just couldn’t bring myself to care, but I would’ve paid for it later.”
“I had some similar situations in the Army. When everything is over, sometimes it’s a battle for which biological need is strongest: sleep or food. It’s actually one of the things we go over in our survival training course at Linear.”
She raised an eyebrow. “So, it’s not all guns and knives? Blowing stuff up?” She’d looked up Linear Tactical online.
He grinned. “There’s a lot of that, of course. But not everything.”
“How’d you end up starting the company?”
He shrugged as she kept eating. “Mostly it was Finn, Aiden, and me. Finn found out that he had a son who was in foster care, so he got out of the Army and moved back here before I did. Aiden and I got out a couple years later, neither of us really knowing what we wanted to do in civilian life. Then we have some other partners too. Guys you haven’t met…Gavin, Dorian, Wyatt.”
“And Linear ended up being that? What do you do, exactly?”
“A lot of what we did in the Army but teaching it to others. Wilderness survival. Self-defense. Hand-to-hand combat. Concealed-weapon training. Marksmanship. Situational awareness. Basically, anything you need to know to protect yourself or others. People travel from all over the country to train with us.”
She put her slice of pizza down. “Wow. I had no idea.”
He shrugged. “We grew so much we had to bring in other ex-military friends. So, five of us work full-time here, then another half dozen part- to full-time.”
“You have enough work to keep that many people employed?”
“More than. We have law enforcement teams that train in our facilities—particularly our indoor weapons training center. It’s considered one of the top in the country. We have a silent financial partner who helped get us off the ground, allowed us to expand much more quickly than we would’ve been able to otherwise. He wasn’t in the Army and doesn’t do any of the training, but he still comes around once in a while. Cade O’Conner.”
“Wasn’t he in middle school when we graduated? He had the sort of capital needed to help you start Linear Tactical?”
“Most of the world knows him now as Cade Conner, country music superstar.”
She finished her last bite. “Oh. I guess I’m a little out of the loop when it comes to music. I had no idea Cade was famous.”
“He would love to know that. He comes here to get away from all the craziness of his public life and just be with people who knew he was a pain. Loves to do deep-survivalist training in the woods for a few days when he can. Usually keeps his location here a secret.”
“Wow. I remember him and Finn’s little brother always following you guys around in school. Weren’t they in, like, fourth grade when you caught them trying to ride your ATV?”
He chuckled. “Yep. Cade and Baby. Those two brats dogged our every step. Baby still works in town. He’s a mechanic.”
“I haven’t thought about them in years.”
“Baby works for us now and then. Thankfully, those guys are finally grown-up. I can still remember Baby and Cade hunting me down when I was a senior, wanting more info about sex.”
She couldn’t help but smile at Zac’s embarrassed grin. She loved hearing about these people, this town. She’d forgotten—or had totally repressed—how much she’d loved it. She’d never been as popular as Zac or Becky, but Anne had always known these people, studied them, liked them.
And she liked being here with Zac now. Maybe staying away from him wasn’t necessary. She could keep her feelings in check. She didn’t need to throw herself at him.
They could just be friends. Obviously, as far as he knew, since he’d forgotten that night, that was all they’d ever been. Was all they’d ever be.
He bit into another slice. “So, there I was, these two kids looking at me like I was some sex god or something, able to provide some surefire way to get a girl naked. I don’t know what they were thinking, asking me. Hell, I’d only ever been with Becky, and at that point not even for very long. Becky and I took each other’s V card. Taking one person’s virginity was traumatic enough. Thank God I’ve never had to go through that again. Would probably scar me for...”
She could feel the color leeching out of her face as he trailed off. She tried to regain her composure, knowing his words didn’t mean anything. He didn’t remember. He was just telling a funny story. But he was staring at her, eyes narrowed, like he could feel the memory of what had happened that night pressing against his brain.
She had to get out of here. She’d been so wrong. She couldn’t be his friend. Couldn’t be around him. Couldn’t bear if he found out the truth now.
“I have to go.”
“Sweet Annie...”
“No, don’t call me that.” Her voice was low. Guttural. When she dreamed of him at night, it was with the memory of him whispering her name in her ear as he kissed along her jaw: My sweet
Annie.
He reached across the table and grabbed her hand to stop her from sliding out of the booth, concern clear in his eyes. “There’s something wrong. I know I did something that night. Tell me what it is, Annie. Did I...” He swallowed hard, agony etched on his features. “Did I rape you?”
God, no matter what had happened that night, how he’d crushed her, she couldn’t let him think that. She forced air into her lungs. “No. What we did that night, I wanted just as much.” And evidently much more. “You would never do that, Zac.”
Relief blanketed his features, but he didn’t let go of her hand. “But there’s something more. Something you’re not telling me.”
“We agreed to let this go, remember? It was a long time ago. It doesn’t affect us now.”
But it did. It had changed the course of her life, and as much as she didn’t want it to, it was still affecting her. Everything about Zac was always going to.
“I’ve got to go,” she said again. “I need to get some rest before my next shift. Thank you for dinner.”
“I want you to tell me what happened.” His voice was low, urgent. “I can’t make it right if I don’t know.”
He couldn’t make it right, either way. It was six years too late. “Some things can’t ever be fixed. And there’s no point in trying.”
She slid her hand out from under his and walked out the door.



       



CHAPTER 9
Exhaustion weighed on Anne as she drove home. At least Zac hadn’t come after her, although she’d half expected him to.
She didn’t know how long it would take before she would really embrace that Zac wasn’t ever going to, not in the way she’d wanted all her life. Yes, they’d had sex—sort of—but only once and obviously only after he’d been so drunk he was afraid he’d raped her for God’s sake.
She would have to tell him what happened. Not the real truth—because how pathetic was that?—but a version of it.
Once she told him, assured him no force had been involved, he would move on. He’d be able to let go of this fear he had and get back to thinking of her just as Becky’s quiet and rather pitiful friend, a shadow of the feisty woman he’d married, the woman who had held his interest from the time they were both twelve.
If he even thought of Anne much at all.
She pulled up under the portico at her house, wishing Carol were here to talk to. Obviously, Anne couldn’t have said anything about her feelings for Zac, but Carol had always listened to her, encouraging her to date. Anne hadn’t had the time or inclination in med school. Then, after what had happened with Zac, for a couple years during her residency, she hadn’t even been able to bear the thought of someone touching her.
When she’d finally gotten back on the dating horse, she’d said yes to the first medical resident in her program who’d asked.
When Darren had asked her to marry him six months later, she’d said yes to that too. It had seemed like the best option at the time. At least she wouldn’t be alone.
Note to self: getting married because it was the “best option” was never a good plan in the long run. She’d realized she’d made a mistake early on but had tried to make it work. That hadn’t been enough once Christina had caught his eye. Honestly, it hadn’t been enough long before that.
When Darren had asked for a divorce almost exactly two years after he’d first asked Anne out, she hadn’t said no to that either.
She rested her head against the steering wheel. It was difficult not to think of herself as completely weak when she looked back on her choices. A fighter she was not.
Not a lover either, considering she’d only been with two men, and neither experience had turned out well. Her husband had grown tired of her after only a few months. Which was better than Zac; he’d decided she wasn’t what he’d wanted after only a few thrusts.
So, yeah. Not a lover. Not a fighter. Just tired.
Things wouldn’t seem so bleak after she got some rest. It all would be more manageable tomorrow. It always was. One thing about being an emergency room physician—it made you thankful for life, because you were so aware that it was tenuous at best.
Tomorrow.
She grabbed her bag out of the passenger side and made her way to the door connected to the portico. Balancing everything in one hand, she got the door unlocked and opened, throwing her bags on top of the washing machine in the small space that doubled as a mudroom. But when she slapped her hand against the light switch, nothing happened.
“Great.”
Nothing again as she hit the one in the living room. She went back to get her phone to use as a flashlight. Where was the fuse box? Maybe in that closet near the kitchen?
Halfway there, she felt it under her tennis shoes—the squish of water. Her breath hissed out. Why was there water in the middle of her living room?
Her steps dragged as she entered the kitchen area, the water becoming more pronounced. Soon, she heard the steady flow leaking from the cabinet under the kitchen sink. She pulled it open and shined the light in.
Water poured out.
It was everywhere.
With the flashlight, she couldn’t see the damage, but it had to be extensive if her feet were already squishing in it.
She found her way to the fuse box and opened it. She systematically started moving each switch one at a time, but nothing brought the lights on.
“Seriously?” she whispered. “Not even one break?”
Rubbing the muscles at the back of her neck, she leaned her head against the wall. She didn’t want to close her eyes because she might just fall asleep right there standing up. She splashed over to her small kitchen table, wincing as water sloshed around the chair she pulled out, and sat down, blinking back tears.
Using the pitiful Internet she could get on her not-quite-smartphone, she looked up how to turn off the water at a house. A couple minutes later, she was up and searching for the main shutoff valve outside, Carol’s wrench from the toolbox in the laundry room in hand.
If holding the wrench wasn’t taking so much of her strength, she would’ve done a little dance when she found the valve. She breathed a sigh of relief when the house didn’t blow up as she turned the water off.
The way her day had gone it would’ve been par for the course. She trudged back to the laundry room shivering, even though the brisk May night wasn’t very cold by Wyoming standards. Maybe it was having lived in Florida for so long, where it rarely got below sixty degrees, but by the time she was back in the house, the shivers had turned to shudders. Muscles throughout her whole body began clenching, and her fingers began to tingle.
She leaned heavily against the door. Crap, she was having a panic attack. A physiological response caused by extreme anxiety mixed with exhaustion. Diagnosing it was easy, stopping it much more difficult. She slid over, gripped the washing machine, and grit her teeth, trying to get her body to obey her command to just stop its violent shaking.
She needed a hot shower and to go to sleep with extra blankets on her bed.
And she’d used the few she had to help wrap stuff for packing, then tossed them on the floor as she’d unwrapped items. So, they were currently acting as towels for the floodwater.
Her teeth began to chatter, and she squeezed her eyes shut against the tears that wanted to fall. If she let them out now, she wouldn’t be able to stop. She was going to have a breakdown right here on her laundry room floor.
She grabbed her purse and duffel from the washing machine and went back out to her car. She didn’t have a credit card since she’d cut them up to get out of debt, but Mayor Dimont knew her and would let her pay cash at the hotel. Anne had enough for tonight.
Tomorrow, she’d be able to deal with this.
She hoped.
The drive into town didn’t take long. The Mayor’s Inn was one of two hotels in town, the other a chain that had popped up since Anne had moved away.
Her car shuddered and popped softly—yet another thing she needed to deal with—as she pulled into one of the multiple open spots and stared up at the sign for The Mayor’s Inn.
She knew Barbara Dimont and her now-deceased husband had bought the hotel before the woman had become mayor of Oak Creek. Had the hotel’s name given her the idea? Townsfolk joked that the country would have a different president now if the hotel had been named The President’s Inn instead.
As a teenager, Anne had worked here at the hotel, done everything from cleaning rooms to checking people in. Mayor Dimont had always allowed Anne’s schedule to be flexible and been patient with her, making it the perfect job.
But now, walking into the lobby was hard. Anne hadn’t been here since that night six years ago. Hadn’t ever planned to come here again.
But she didn’t have any choice, so she kept going, relieved to see her old boss sitting in her recliner behind the check-in counter, laughing at whatever television show she was watching.
“Hey, Mayor.”
The television clicked off and Barbara stood. “Anne Nichols. Well, aren’t you just a beautiful sight?”
Before Anne knew what was happening, the small, older woman had flipped the counter divider up and walked through, pulling Anne into her arms. “I’d heard you were back in town, of course. But seeing you with my own eyes after all these years...” Barbara reached up and cupped Anne’s cheeks. “I’m so happy you’re here.”
“At your hotel or in Oak Creek? And it’s Griffin now. I got married. And divorced.”
“Both.” She tapped Anne’s cheeks. “And sorry about both of the other. You’re looking a little tired. Everything okay? You here to visit your old boss?”
“No ma’am, although it is good to see you. There’s some flooding in my house and I just need a place to stay for the night until I can find the mental gumption to deal with it tomorrow.”
“Of course, sweetie. We’ve got plenty of rooms open.”
“I don’t have a credit card, Mayor.” Anne could feel the chill returning. She clamped down on the need to shiver. Hopefully Mayor Dimont wouldn’t ask too many questions and assume she’d left it at home.
“I know you’re not going to insult me by trying to pay for a room when you’re in need. Not after all the years you worked here, and everything you and I have been through together.” She tucked a strand of silver hair behind her ear, eyebrow raised, her other hand on her hip.
This woman had seen Anne at the absolute lowest point in her life. It made accepting her offer easier. She nodded. “Thanks, Mayor. It’s been a hard day. And money is a little tight.”
Mayor Dimont patted her arm. “You and I will catch up some other time. Right now, let’s just get you a bed to fall into.” She handed her a key to room 201. A real live key, rather than a card like most hotels used. It felt good in Anne’s hand. Tangible. “You get yourself a nice hot shower to get rid of that chill and a good night’s sleep. Ain’t nothing going to hurt you here. Not this time. I promise.”
Their eyes met, a river of memories flowing between them. “Thanks, Mayor.”
She patted Anne’s cheek again. “I’m glad you’re back, Annie. This is where you belong.”
As she took the key and headed down the hallway, Anne wished she could feel so sure.



       



CHAPTER 10
Z ac watched Annie all but run out of New Brother’s. He cursed, indecision—a very unfamiliar feeling—blanketing him. He wanted to go after her, to find out what she still wasn’t telling him. But she obviously didn’t want him to know.
He believed her when she said he hadn’t forced himself on her. Thank God. But he knew there was more. There was so much more to that night than she was telling him.
He needed to know.
He waited impatiently for the overworked waitress to finally bring him the check and box the leftovers, then, after paying, went to his truck. He sat there for a long minute.
He hadn’t attacked Annie that night. Thank Jesus. She’d wanted it, too. He remembered that much and was thankful that part of his memory was correct. He remembered that everything had been good...right up until it had turned bad. Something he’d done had put shadows, fear, into her eyes. Not a physical attack, but...it was bad.
Discovering what that was and how to fix it—despite her insistence it wasn’t necessary—was the only thing he cared about right now.
He drove back toward Linear Tactical, the place that had brought him so much peace and purpose over the last four years, forcing himself to let it go. At least for tonight. He would talk to Annie when she wasn’t so tired. The situation had been unresolved for six years. It could wait one more night.
He was all the way to his place on the opposite end of town before he spun the truck around and headed back.
No, this couldn’t wait. He couldn’t stand the thought of Annie going to sleep one more night carrying the knowledge that he’d done something horrible to her while he had no recollection of it. Of her carrying all the weight. Almost everyone had always treated Annie like she was invisible—her parents, the kids at school. Hell, even the people she worked with at the hospital hadn’t recognized her.
He wasn’t going to add himself to that list. He owed Annie an apology for something, and he wanted to make that right for her. Tonight. If someone else had hurt Annie, Zac would have beaten them into the ground until they apologized. She deserved to have someone as her champion, even if he was fighting himself.
It took him a long while to get to her house. She was probably already asleep. If she wasn’t, he’d start by offering her the leftover pizza she loved so much. See if that would at least get him in the door. And if she was asleep, fine. He would damn well wait in the truck until morning. At the first sign she was up and about, he’d be knocking on her door.
Forget pizza, he’d get breakfast and bring it to her. Surprise her. It would be the first time he’d picked up breakfast for a woman without having spent the night in her bed, but it would be worth it.
Maybe there would be somewhere open that sold flowers. The twenty-four-hour grocery store might have some. If he was going to apologize, he might as well do it right.
As soon as she told him what he’d done. Obviously, he’d said something cruel. He’d just lost Becky, but that didn’t change the need for an apology. One that Annie would never demand.
She really did need a champion. Becky and Mrs. P had realized that years ago and had done what they could for her. Becky would want Zac to do what he could, too. He’d always known that.
Disappointment swamped him when all the lights were out in her house as he pulled up. Yes, he wanted to get her breakfast and flowers, but more, to wipe away that look she got around him occasionally.
But it could wait until morning. Her needs would come first.
But as he pulled up, he realized her POS Mazda wasn’t under the portico. Had she not come straight home? Had an emergency back at the hospital?
He was turning to leave when he saw the door from the portico leading into the house wasn’t completely closed. He stopped and jumped out of his truck.
“Annie?” He knocked on the door, which swung open, no lights on in the house. “Annie, you’re not in here, right?”
He reached over to turn on the light, frowning when nothing happened. He stepped further in.
“Annie?”
She wasn’t here, but why weren’t her lights working? He checked another switch. Nothing. He was already breaking and entering now; he might as well reset her fuse box, like he’d done a dozen times for Mrs. P over the years, so when Annie did finally get home it wouldn’t be to a dark house.
He cursed a few seconds later as he realized the carpet was soaked in the living room and water was pooling in the kitchen. He jogged to his truck to get his industrial grade flashlight, then figured out the problem in just a few minutes. A pipe fitting under the kitchen sink had loosened and flooded the whole room. Water had somehow gotten into an electrical socket and blown power in the whole place, which happened sometimes in an old house with equally old wiring. When he saw the water had been turned off outside, he knew Annie had been there and dealt with it as best she could.
Damn it. She’d already been so tired and overwhelmed. Coming home and finding all her possessions soaked, with no way to dry them or fix this problem in the dark... If he’d been here, he could’ve helped her. Not much, but at least she wouldn’t have had to face it alone.
The way she had faced everything else.
He scrubbed a hand over his eyes and went back out to his truck. Now that the water was stopped, nothing could be done until morning, when he could call a plumber and an electrician. He should go home. He could still bring breakfast in the morning, help her get this cleaned up.
But when he pulled out, he headed toward town—and The Mayor’s Inn. Would she be there? The scene of the crime, so to speak? Hell, maybe being there would help him remember something.
Although this probably officially counted as stalking, following her from the restaurant to her house, and now maybe to the hotel.
But he still drove there. Just to see if she was there and make sure she was okay.
When he pulled up, there was her Mazda—and his confirmation that she’d found shelter for the night. He should leave. But he was parking and walking into the lobby before he could talk himself out of it.
He grimaced when he saw Mayor Dimont behind the counter. He’d known her a long time, but she didn’t like him. She’d tried to use her influence with the city council to block the permits they needed to open Linear Tactical. Despite the fact that many of the guys were local, and Oak Creek had seemed to want them here, it had still been a close vote due to her opposition.
Zac had no idea why. He had no memories of her disliking him in high school. But she certainly did now. “Hi, Mayor Dimont.”
Her gaze frosted over. “Mackay.”
He held out a hand, palm up, in a gesture of peace. “I’m here to check on Annie. The door was open at her house, and there was some flooding. I know she’s already had a bad day...”
The mayor’s eyes narrowed. “So, you thought you’d pop in here and see if you could help her out in that smooth Mackay way of yours?”
He winced. “Well, I don’t exactly know what that is, but yes, I was concerned about her. She and I had dinner, and she was already a little upset without finding her house resembling Atlantis.”
His attempt at humor was completely lost on the mayor. “That girl is sweeter than Jesus if she lets you anywhere near her after what you did.”
Zac took a step closer, gaze narrowing on the older woman. “What are you talking about?”
“That night, six years ago. I know Annie says you can’t be held responsible because you were so torn up with grief over your wife and baby dying. I know that was tragic, but you’ll have to excuse me if I’m just not quite as forgiving as she is.”
She knew. His hands clenched into fists at his side. “But you know what happened?”
“I know enough. What you did to that girl is inexcusable, Mackay. You should be ashamed.”
He wanted to rip his hair out. “Damn it, Mayor. I can’t remember, but I know it’s bad. Annie won’t tell me. I want to fix this. To make it right. But she won’t tell me.”
“Sweet Annie is never one to accuse or make someone feel guilty. It’s not her way. She thinks she’s weak because she doesn’t rant and rave like most do when someone wrongs them.”
“No, she absorbs,” he whispered. “Weathers. Survives. That takes more strength than all the ranting and screaming in the world. Just because she’s quiet doesn’t mean she’s not strong.”
The mayor’s eyes narrowed further, her head tilting to the side. “You care about her.”
He ran a hand through his hair. “I always have. Even when it wasn’t okay for me to. I never acted on it—never did anything that would make me unfaithful to Becky—but I always cared.”
“And you knew how Annie felt about you?”
He went completely still. “About me? Anne tolerated me because of her friendship with Becky—we were sort of a package deal. But that’s all there ever was.” Right? Something was itching at the corners of his mind from that night. “Anne always kept her distance from me. We were never alone together.”
“Right up until you weren’t married to her best friend anymore.” Mayor Dimont leaned back against the counter. “Tell me what you remember.”
“We sort of found each other that night at The Eagle’s Nest; I’d already had too much to drink. My leave was over the next day, and I was going back to the Army. I couldn’t stand to stay with Carol—too many memories in that house—so I’d gotten a room here.” He closed his eyes, trying to focus his mind. “Henry at The Eagle’s Nest, dumbass that he was, sold or maybe gave me the bottle of Jack. Annie and I decided to sit outside and drink it.
“We talked for hours. Hell, if I know about what. Everything. She’d finished med school and was in her first year of residency, basically working eighty hours a week. We talked about the Army, how I’d been stationed all over Europe and the Middle East. She said she’d never been out of Wyoming—how maybe one day she might like to travel, but never planned to leave here permanently.”
Oh God. He remembered that clearly. How she’d never wanted to leave Oak Creek.
“But she did leave,” Mayor Dimont said evenly.
Zac turned to the mayor, dread pooling in his stomach. “When?”
“She transferred to a medical program out of state immediately after Becky died.” She didn’t let him wallow. “Tell me what else you remember.”
“She was helping me get to my room. She probably wasn’t nearly as drunk as I was. I got her inside, and she was so beautiful. So willowy and tall. So serene and quiet, as always. But so alive. And I just wanted to taste her aliveness. That was wrong. I was using her. I kissed her.”
But God, she had made the sexiest breathy noises. That he remembered as clear as day. He’d been drunk, and maybe she’d been too, but when he’d pulled her through the door and kissed her, it had been magic, hot, and mind-blowing.
“Once we were in the room...” He remembered easing himself away from where he’d pushed her up against the wall and ravished her mouth like his body had been waiting for years for the opportunity and now it could. “We talked for a while again. She wouldn’t let me drink anymore. She helped me get into bed and was going to leave. Kissed me so tenderly.”
“Don’t leave me, sweet Annie. I need you.”
That smile. God, she was gorgeous. “You need sleep.”
“I need you. Stay with me.”
“Zac. I shouldn’t—”
Even close to stupid drunk, he had honed reflexes. He grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her to him, wrapping an arm around her and tucking and rolling to his side with her half under him. He kissed her again. He had to hear that noise she made in her throat. It was so damn sexy.
His fingers trailed up from her hip, under her shirt to the soft, soft skin of her belly. His tongue dipped into her mouth, inviting her shy one out to play, smiling when it did, when her tongue began to duel sweetly with his.
His hand slipped over her breast, thumb strumming that perked nipple, and she gasped, then moaned.
“That’s right, sweetness,” he said against her mouth. “Give yourself to me.”
He pulled back, so he could look her in the eyes. Those big chocolate eyes that had always drawn him.
“Yes,” she whispered.
That was all it took. Within just a few minutes their clothes were lying on the floor, his head becoming dizzier as he kissed up and down her body.
She moaned again. Deep, husky, and soft. Her hands resting tentatively on his shoulders.
That’s when the problem started. Right now, standing dazed in the Mayor’s lobby, he recognized it so clearly for what it was. But at the time he hadn’t seen it. Too drunk. Too grieving. Too stupid. He wanted to yell at his past self to just move away from her now.
Annie was different than Becky. Bec had always been so direct, secure, and loud. Nothing tentative about her. With every minute that passed with Annie, all he could do was count the differences between the two women. Realize that he’d only ever been with Becky and he was never going to be with her again.
What was he doing?
Annie moaned once more, her arms wrapping around his neck. “I want you, Zac. I always have.”
What? He couldn’t be hearing right. His head was spinning again. “Annie, maybe we should...” His words trailed off when one of her long, lithe legs wrapped around his hips, bringing their naked bodies closer together. Now it was him who moaned.
“Yes, you’re right,” she whispered. “We should. I never thought it would be you who...” Now her words trailed off as she tucked her face against his neck. Her fingers trailed down his waist, then beyond, digging into his hips, urging him closer.
So, he went. He ignored the voices in his head screaming for him to stop, and listened to his dick instead, thrusting hard into her core.
With her cry of pain, his world froze. Everything did. Was she a virgin?
“Annie? What the f—”
“It’s okay. I’m okay. I just... I didn’t...” She wiped a tear from her face. “I’m glad it was you, Zac. I wanted you to be my first. I’ve always loved you.”
And in that second everything changed. What was he doing? Becky had been dead less than two weeks, and he was already fucking some other woman?
He slid out of her and to the side. No, not some woman, Annie.
His wife’s best friend. Even worse of a betrayal. And she was spurting words of love like they hadn’t just committed the most atrocious of betrayals.
“Zac, I...” She reached out to him, big brown eyes staring.
“Don’t touch me.” The words ripped out of him as he flung himself off the bed, landing in a crouch like he was warding off an attacker. He couldn’t stand to look at Annie in the bed. Couldn’t stand the thought of her. Of himself. Of what he’d done. “You just betrayed Becky. Betrayed the only person in this town who ever wanted you here.”
“Zac, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
He couldn’t stop staring at the blood on her thighs. “You were a virgin? Why would you do this to me?”
Damn, that wasn’t what he meant. He just meant why would she give her virginity to him, of all people? But she was answering before he could correct himself.
“I just...I wanted you. I thought you wanted me too.”
He had. Oh God, not only tonight, but for years. He shook his head. “I can’t believe you’d do this to her.”
He rubbed both hands against his eyes. No, he couldn’t believe he’d done this to Becky.
He had to get out. Had to get out and not come back. No, this was his room. Annie had to go. “Just get out. Get out and don’t come back.”
“Zac...”
He had to get her out. He grabbed her arm and dragged her out of the bed and over to the door, opening it. She was crying now. He’d made her cry. He was such an asshole. God, the room was spinning.
“Please,” she whispered. “My clothes.” He grabbed her dress off the floor and threw it at her where she stood naked out in the hallway.
God, she was crying. She had to go away before he brought her back in and made this worse. “I can’t even look at you.” If he did, he’d bring her back and make love to her over and over. And in the morning, they’d both hate themselves even more. They’d never be able to come back. He shook his head. “Don’t come back. Ever.”
Her big eyes stared at him, clutching her dress to her torso. He closed the door and stumbled back into the room, the world swaying all around him before he crashed toward the small desk, hitting his head. Blackness.
He held his head now, could still remember the huge bruise he’d had on his temple the next morning.
“Oh Jesus, Mayor.” He felt like he was going to be sick.
Mayor Dimont opened the counter and brought him through, leading him to a chair. “Sit before you fall down, Mackay.”
“What I did...” There were no words. “You’re right. She should never talk to me again.”
“I only caught the tail end of it. Happened to be coming by the hallway and was very surprised to see a naked Annie until her dress flew out the door at her. Heard some harsh words.”
What he’d said went way beyond harsh words. “She left Oak Creek because of me. What I said. What I did.”
“But now she’s back. And you remember what happened that night. So, I guess the real question is...what are you going to do about it, Mackay?”



       



CHAPTER 11
“F inally going home?” Riley caught Anne in the hall as she shut her office door behind her. “How long have you been here? I’ve already started and ended a twelve-hour shift and you’ve been here the whole time.”
“Yeah, they needed me, so I picked up an extra shift.” Mostly because until her new contract was finalized, she got paid for any extras she picked up. And because she was too much of a coward to go home and face the damage the flooding had caused. “Some pipe broke in my house so now I have that fun to look forward to. I’ve been looking up fix-it-yourself videos during my free time.”
She’d already showered and changed in the locker room since she didn’t have any power and water at her house. She’d have to live without it for a couple days, which was totally doable— though not optimal—since it wasn’t too cold. But hopefully she’d be able to clean up as much as possible and maybe figure out the problem without bringing in an expensive plumber or electrician.
“Yeah, I heard about the water damage at your house.”
That had to be Mayor Dimont. Anne rolled her eyes. “I’d forgotten about small-town life. But I would’ve thought a broken pipe wouldn’t have been worth the talk.” Unless rumors were starting to fly about why Anne hadn’t called for the proper people to fix it, that she didn’t have the money. Ugh. She just needed to get the place livable.
Riley tilted her head and studied her. “No, a broken pipe isn’t in terms of rumors.”
The young nurse opened her mouth, then shut it again, so Anne just kept walking. She needed to get home while it was still light outside. She’d been working since five AM, but at least she wasn’t about to have an emotional breakdown like yesterday. She’d been afraid that sleeping at The Mayor’s Inn would bring back all the nightmares of the past, but evidently her psyche had had enough, because after a shower, Anne had fallen into a deep sleep.
They passed Mia at the nurses’ station, the other woman’s eyes flinging poison-tipped, lit-on-fire daggers at Anne before turning away completely.
“Wow, what did I do now?” Anne murmured. Maybe word was also getting out that she’d had dinner with Zac last night.
“I don’t think it’s anything you did,” Riley responded. “Ignore her. We all do.”
That wouldn’t be a problem. Anne had real battles; cosmetic ones weren’t worth her energy.
She waved good-bye to Riley as they split in the parking lot, then said her normal prayer when starting her car. It didn’t turn over with the first crank, but that wasn’t anything unusual. Second crank, again nothing.
She rubbed her hands on the steering wheel. “C’mon, baby. Not this week.” Preferably not any time in the next year, considering the financial and literal mess that waited for her at home. But she definitely didn’t want her car to quit today.
On the third crank, she started. “Good girl. Thanks, baby.” She kissed the steering wheel.
Driving home, she tried to remember everything she’d learned in the Plumbing 101 YouTube videos, as well as info on how to handle water damage. Her carpet and likely much of the floorboards underneath were probably destroyed. Replacing them was going to cost a big chunk of money. It would’ve been better to have done more when she’d first discovered the damage, she’d realized after her research, but she had to respect that she’d been at the end of her physical reserves.
She wasn’t sure she was much better than that now, but she would get it done. When continuing was your only option, you found a way.
She knew something was very wrong when she arrived at her house and noticed two trucks and a car parked out front. What in the world?
Her front door and the side one attached to the portico were both open. She could hear men talking inside as she approached, laughing and cursing good-naturedly at one another. Her duffel bag fell to the ground as she took in the sight in front of her.
All her boxes and furniture had been moved to the side not affected by the water. Clothes, towels, and blankets that had been sopping wet last night were now hanging on the clothesline in her backyard. Boxes that had been soaked until all that was left were messy pieces were now in a pile on a tarp by her door.
There were half a dozen big, ridiculously handsome guys, all working around her house, casually throwing insults at each other as easily as they did hammers.
And they all looked to be from Linear Tactical. Some she recognized. Finn was working in her living room, some adorable boy about six or seven years old at his side swinging a hammer in imitation. Aiden and Baby, Finn’s little brother—although he was an inch or two taller and just as wide as Finn—were also helping.
She didn’t know much about repair, but they were all busy doing things that would’ve taken her hours alone, mostly demolition, and sorting through what could be safely dried and saved.
Two other guys she didn’t know were discussing something in the kitchen, and someone else had their head stuck under the sink with plumbing parts all around him.
Over to the side, an iPod with speakers was crooning something about being drunk on an airplane. Anne was neither drunk nor on an airplane, but she certainly understood the sentiment as she stepped farther inside.
Everyone stopped talking and joking. The music cut off. One of the unknown guys in the kitchen reached over and nudged the sexy jean-covered ass hanging out from under her sink with his foot.
“Zac,” he said.
Of course, the sexy ass was Zac.
“Hey, Annie.” From the living room, Finn grinned and gave her a little salute, standing and sliding his hammer into his tool belt, then wiping his brow. The boy next to him followed his motions exactly.
“Um, I-I-I...” The eyes on her triggered her stutter. She swallowed and started again. “I’m not sure exactly what’s happening here.”
Zac finally worked the rest of his sexy body out from under the sink. “Hey, Annie,” he echoed. “Let’s go outside and talk. It’s too loud in here.”
With that remark the hammers and talking immediately resumed, making it, indeed, too loud to talk inside her house.
She was still trying to process everything that was happening—were they putting down hardwood floors in the part of her house that hadn’t flooded?—when Zac stopped right in front of her. She had to lean to the side to see around him.
“What are they—?”
He touched her elbow, the contact soft, almost tentative. “Come outside with me and I’ll explain, okay?”
She could only nod as she turned, his hand sliding to the center of her back as they walked out to her car. He didn’t stop touching her until she sat on the edge of her hood. She didn’t look at him, just kept studying the house.
“I need to apologize.”
Now she dragged her eyes away from the house. “You do?”
“The guys and I promised Carol we would help with her plumbing issues about a year ago. We kept meaning to do it, but then she got sick and had more pressing needs, and plumbing didn’t seem important. So, we never got to it.”
“Oh.”
She wanted to roll her eyes at her response. She had two degrees and six years of medical training and that was the best she could come up with?
Her thoughts scattered further as Zac leaned on the car next to her, his leg almost touching hers. “I came to give you some leftover pizza from last night. Your side door was open. When I walked in to make sure everything was all right, I noticed the flooding and loss of power. And it hit me. I allowed this to happen by not taking care of it back when Carol first asked.”
“But—”
“The guys all felt the same. And since we didn’t have anything going on at Linear today, they came in and helped. With the six of us, and of course little Ethan, stuff isn’t taking long. In a couple days when everything dries, we’ll be able to finish installing the new flooring. It’s a laminate—a fake hardwood—but it looks nice, and I think you’ll like it.”
“Oh, but—”
“Yeah, Carol picked it out and paid for it, so I hope it’s okay. It’s just been sitting in storage at the office. Tearing out her floors when she was so sick would’ve been too disruptive.”
What exactly was she supposed to do with this info? Complaining about what they’d done would just be churlish and ungrateful of her. “Oh.”
Again with that? Geez. “Of course,” she added quickly.
He pushed off the car to stand in front of her. “But I should’ve asked. I wanted to do something nice for you. Call it a welcome-home-I’m-glad-you’re-here gift.”
How the hell was he making six foot two and two hundred pounds of pure muscle seem so boyish and charming? His tight black T-shirt clung to his biceps and trim waist. Those blue eyes peered at her not with their normal icy efficiency, but with soft hesitation. As if he expected her to fly off the handle and yell at him for this.
Which maybe she should. Because he’d broken into her house, sort of. But...this was, without fail, the kindest thing anyone had ever done for her.
“You’ll have to tell me how much I owe for the labor and supplies.” Somehow, she’d pay him what she owed, even if something else had wait.
“Nothing.”
She couldn’t get her eyebrow up any higher. He grinned, that little dimple in his chin deepening. “I promise, everything was already paid for. And the guys wouldn’t hear of taking your money. They’d wanted to do this for Carol. And Carol would have wanted you to have the flooring she bought. The plumbing issue wasn’t a big deal. I got it fixed, and we can turn your water back on soon. The pipe fitting that busted just happened to do it at the wrong time, probably right after you went to work. Then you pulled a double and went out to help Kimmy, so it had plenty of time to leak water everywhere.”
Another song came on, the guys singing off-tune with Tom Petty. “And the electricity?”
“I’ll admit, the thought of electrocuting myself had me keeping away from that. But I had a buddy who was able to stop by on his lunch break. He said his fix wasn’t permanent—the wiring in this house is pretty old—but it should hold you for a year or two.”
“That had to have cost money. I can pay you—” His arms reaching on either side of her, trapping her between his body and the car, stopped her words.
“No, Annie.” All she could see were his eyes. She wanted to look away, she really did, but couldn’t. His gaze trapped her. Pinned her. “You won’t pay me anything. I wanted to do this. My gift.”
“Why?” She didn’t recognize the breathy voice coming out of her own body.
His lips touched hers in the lightest, sweetest of kisses. Once. Twice. A third time. “Because some things can’t ever be fixed. But you damn well try anyway.”



       



CHAPTER 12
O n the way to a crime scene was not how Zac wanted to spend time with Annie, but he would take it.
They’d actually seen each other a lot over the past month since he’d brought the gang in to fix water damage in her house. Everything he’d said that day had been the truth. The team had told Carol they’d be happy to put down the floor for her. And it had been sitting in the storage section of the barn for months. Hell, it was even true that it was a welcome-back-to-town gift.
So, he hadn’t lied, but he hadn’t told her the whole truth either—that he remembered now what had happened between them that night. That he would do whatever he could to help make the rest of her transition here as easy as possible. Like he’d said when he’d kissed her, some things couldn’t be fixed, but that didn’t mean you didn’t try.
And he definitely hadn’t told her that he’d run a basic search on her. Hell, he wasn’t proud of it, but he refused to make any more missteps when it came to Annie and what she might need. And because of the work they did at Linear, they ran them—they weren’t quite a background check, but all public info available about a person—often.
She’d been divorced for two years and had declared Chapter 11 bankruptcy fourteen months ago. Unless she had developed some sort of shopping addiction while she had been married, it looked like she’d been left with a lot of debt. Some of it was from when her parents had died, a lot from the divorce. None had been lessened by her decision to move out of state in the middle of her medical residency, a decision that had been directly linked to what had happened between them that night.
Just get out. Get out and don’t come back.
Jesus. He hadn’t meant out of the state, just out of the room before they made a huge—huger—mistake. But how could she have known that? He couldn’t blame her for the way she’d taken it. He couldn’t blame her for anything about that night.
Her public record showed that she’d ponied up with her creditors and had tried to make individual deals that would keep everyone happy and her from declaring complete bankruptcy. Zac had nothing but respect for that.
Nothing but respect for everything about Annie. Now all he could do was show her.
She’d had basically no money when she’d moved here. Every spare penny was going to creditors. So, he was thankful he’d been able to make the repairs at her house without it costing her anything.
He’d spent the past month doing as much as he could, anything to help her out without making it seem too obvious. And he’d roped everyone into the plan.
He’d checked with Riley to find out Annie’s hospital schedule, then gone back to her house with Aiden and Finn three days later to install the floors and repair the drywall. The day after that, they’d painted and moved all her furniture to its final destination. She’d protested, but they’d quickly explained they were doing it for the good of the town, to make sure the emergency room doctor didn’t get injured. She’d reluctantly agreed and instructed them where to put each piece.
At Zac’s request, Dorian had gone over a couple days later and asked if he could cut firewood, explaining the repetitive motion helped his PTSD. Annie hadn’t refused, of course.
On Riley’s day off, when Annie had been working an eighteen-hour shift, she had asked to borrow Annie’s POS car, and Annie had quickly agreed. Riley had taken it over to Baby at the garage, who had fixed the worst of the offenders. At least now Annie wouldn’t get stranded in the parking lot in the middle of the night because her car wouldn’t start.
Hell, he’d even sent Finn over to repair the porch and screen door, bringing his secret weapon: Ethan. Nobody could resist Ethan with his tiny tool belt. He just wanted to hang out with his dad and hammer things. Annie hadn’t been an exception.
Even though all of them had refused payment of any sort, willing to help a neighbor, they had teased Zac unmercifully over his actions and schemes.
And he couldn’t care less.
History couldn’t be altered. His little helpful team of fixer-uppers wasn’t going to change the past. Everything Zac was orchestrating now couldn’t possibly make up for what he’d done and said that night, but it was the only way he knew how to try.
So, what he did was out of guilt, to a degree. Because how could he not feel any for being the bastard who’d taken her virginity, and then in the next breath thrown her out on her ass?
But it was more than that. Taking care of Annie, even if it was through third parties, felt right to him. It had less to do with guilt and everything to do with wanting to be near her. To earn back the possibility of being near her.
He didn’t want her beholden to him. He just wanted to hold her to him.
He rolled his eyes at the thought. Jeez, next he would be spouting sonnets. The guys weren’t far off when they called him whipped.
But it was still how he felt.
Annie obviously had other thoughts, and none of them had to do with getting closer to Zac. She was always polite to him, friendly, like she was with everyone else. She’d baked cookies and pies for him and the guys to thank them and brought them over to the Linear office. And Zac had run into her around town a few times. But she was careful not to get too close, not to let them be alone. There hadn’t been more soft kisses.
But he’d caught her staring at him a couple times when she hadn’t known he could see her, passion flaring in her eyes. She wasn’t immune to him. Wary—which he couldn’t blame her for—but not immune.
So, yeah. If riding with her to and from a crime scene was the only way to spend time with her, Zac would take it.
But another goddamn rape. In Lincoln County again, but in the larger town of Kingston, rather than last month’s in rural Hillsdale. Kingston wasn’t as big as Reddington City or Oak Creek, but it was still a good-sized town with a population of over twenty thousand.
“I know Rogers appreciates you coming out and providing your assistance,” he said to her as she sat in the passenger seat.
It wasn’t lost on him that Landon had specifically requested Annie. No doubt because she was an excellent physician and already had familiarity with the case. But that definitely wasn’t the whole of it. And when Sheriff Nelson had mentioned it, Zac had made sure to be the one giving her the ride.
“I’m glad to help. But I wish it weren’t needed. What will you be doing?”
“The same I did last time. Look around. See if there was anything that was missed.”
“Would you mind if I came with you?”
Again, not the way he’d been hoping to spend time with her, but he would take what he could get. “Please do.”
Zac waited in the clinic lobby as Annie went in to see the victim and talk to the nurse and female deputy from Lincoln County. He was still waiting there about thirty minutes later when Landon Rogers jogged through the door.
The men stared each other down. Not unfriendly, but not friendly either.
“Wasn’t expecting to see you here today, Mackay. Your man, Dorian Lindstrom, is already seeing what can be tracked at the scene. Nelson sent him straight there.”
Zac shook the man’s outstretched hand. “Yes, and he is the very best when it comes to tracking. If there’s any physical trail to be followed, Dorian will find it.”
Landon nodded. “The attack occurred early this morning, just before sunrise. Veronica works at the veterinarian’s office. Everyone there takes a turn coming in early and letting out the animals that stay overnight. It was Veronica’s turn. She parked behind the building and was grabbed right before she went inside and dragged behind a storage shed they have out there.”
“So, no malfunction of the car this time?”
“No. And no relation between the two victims—outside of living in this county—that we can find, although that certainly hasn’t been exhausted yet. We’re also expanding our search to other counties and even down into Colorado. This may be much bigger than we think.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised. Do you think the perp was watching her like he did last time?”
“I’m hoping your man will be able to give me more insight.” Landon looked toward the door where Anne and the victim were. “I’ll be honest, I didn’t expect you to show up with Dr. Griffin.”
“I thought I might have a little insight too, since I saw the last scene. Not trying to step on your toes. I want to help catch this bastard.”
Landon tilted his head and raised an eyebrow. “Which Lincoln County appreciates. And, I’ll assume, using my well-honed detective skills, you’re also here to keep me from talking Anne into having dinner with me.”
Zac barely managed not to grit his teeth. “Anne is free to date whoever she wants, of course.” The thought of it brought the vilest of curses to his lips, but he didn’t voice them. Damn it, Annie was free to. If she wanted someone with whom she had no history, Landon Rogers was an excellent choice.
But if there was any way Zac could talk her out of it, he was going to try.
“Okay, we’re finished in there.” Annie walked up to the two men, her stance between them an echo of what had happened a month ago. “The team did an excellent job with the rape kit. There’s nothing I would’ve done differently, although, sadly, I don’t think it’s going to provide much help. Veronica wasn’t able to claw him at all, so there wasn’t much under her nails. The rapist used a condom again. Great for Veronica, not for DNA collection.”
“Any similarities or differences you noticed that might provide any illumination into the case?” Landon asked.
Her lips were pinched, but she didn’t look quite as emotionally battered as last month. “Veronica’s physical wounds aren’t as pronounced as Kimmy’s. Definitely not as much craniofacial damage.”
“So, he didn’t hit her as much,” Zac said.
“Exactly. I don’t know why. Maybe someone or something spooked him, and he took off, or something about Kimmy made him desire to hurt her, but Veronica didn’t elicit that same response. I have no idea. And don’t get me wrong, it’s still atrocious. But at least she won’t have quite as much physical healing to do.”
Landon reached over and touched her arm. “Thanks again for coming in, Dr. Griffin.”
Annie’s friendly smile to the other man was a punch in Zac’s gut. “Anything I can do to help. Honestly. And please call me Anne. I’m going with Zac now to look at the crime scene before I go back to work. Maybe based on Veronica’s injuries I can provide further understanding.”
Zac swallowed a smile, her words effectively rejecting any advances Landon might make before he could even try. The sheriff’s eyes met his briefly, and Zac knew the other man was feeling the same way.
“We’ll keep you posted if there’s anything worth reporting,” Zac said.
“You do that. Thanks again for coming out.” He touched his hat and smiled at Annie, who just blushed and looked down. How would Landon look with a couple teeth missing?
If Zac were a better man, he would give her space and let her decide what she wanted. Who she wanted. He’d give Landon a chance to take her out and show her that she had options if she wanted them, wouldn’t put any sort of pressure on her to choose him over Landon.
As he put his hand on her back—a thrill zinging through him when she swayed closer rather than farther away—he had to face facts. He wasn’t a better man.



       



CHAPTER 13
T  his rape scene had a lot of similarities with the first. There were a number of places the perp could have sat and watched, waiting for Veronica to arrive, if he’d known she was coming. Also, the shed at the back of the office parking lot had provided cover, like the abandoned warehouse had last month.
But it was also different. Less isolated, so much more gutsy on the rapist’s part.
“What are you thinking?” Annie asked him as they walked farther from the shed, which was still roped off, although the crime scene processing team had already left.
“Trying to put myself in this guy’s shoes. Figure out where I would’ve waited.”
She nodded. “Any place particularly stand out?”
He looked around again. “There are a number of places he could’ve waited, if that’s what happened. There’s always the possibility it wasn’t the same guy, but I think it was.”
“This area seems so busy. Like there would’ve been no way Veronica could just be snatched out of the parking lot without anyone noticing.”
He nodded, looking around more. “But it’s lunchtime now, much busier. At five o’clock this morning, it would’ve been a lot quieter.” He took her hand gently. “Want to walk through it with me? It will help us both understand the attacker a little better.”
“O-okay.”
They walked over to Veronica’s car, careful not to touch it.
“She parked here, probably this same spot every day, or at least when she had the early shift. This is some of what the guys and I teach—and a big part of what we learned in our Special Forces training: situational and tactical awareness.”
“I’m not sure I know what that means exactly.”
“Just being aware of the potential threats around you. I do it automatically now, but we try to teach people how to develop situational awareness for themselves.”
“Like what? Tell me what you see.”
Zac closed his eyes and pictured the scene in his mind. “There are two cars parked in the front of the building, both empty. We’re being watched from at least two different places. One to the east” —he held his arm out to the right— “but I would assume that’s Dorian making his way back here after tracking the perp as far as he could. The other set of eyes is farther off to the south. To be honest, I’m not sure if that’s a threat or not. After what happened here this morning, word has gotten out. People are curious. So, it’s probably someone trying to figure out why we’re here if we’re not cops.” He turned a little more. “The safety lamp over the door was broken recently.”
He opened his eyes to find her staring him with wonder. “Oh my gosh, that was amazing. How did you know someone is watching?”
“Sunlight reflected off what was probably binoculars farther up the block. Or it could be a rifle scope.” Not uncommon in Wyoming.
“And the safety lamp? How did you know that was broken?”
He took her hand again and led her closer to the door. “Glass on the ground. Veronica parked out of habit, then took a few steps.” They bent down, and he showed her a slightly deeper footprint in the gravel. “She stopped right here, probably realizing the light hadn’t kicked on the way it normally did. And FYI, when we follow patterns like Veronica probably did, we make the bad guy’s job easier.”
They scooted over another couple feet and crouched near the ground. “She hurried, maybe a little freaked out, then stopped again here, perhaps when she heard glass crunch under her feet.” The next step was decidedly more pronounced in the gravel. “See how deep that is? She was holding all her weight on one foot, probably to try to look at the other and see if there was glass on her shoe.”
“She didn’t want to track it in and hurt the animals.”
He couldn’t help his smile. She’d always been so damn smart. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”
Annie studied the ground. “And he grabbed her here.”
She was right. “Yes, how do you know?”
“No more steps. He waited until she was distracted, off-balance, and grabbed or hit her.”
“Yes, that’s probably it exactly. Let me know if you decide you want a job at Linear.”
They both stood. “I don’t know what happened after that.”
He pointed at the shed. “Crime scene tells us. I would imagine that he stunned her with a crack to the jaw, then probably carried her to the shed since there are no marks of any kind.”
“He had to be strong. Veronica’s like me. Neither of us could ever be considered petite or helpless.”
“Anyone can be stunned with the right initial blow. And take you. You’re, what, five foot nine? But it wouldn’t take much for me to subdue you. Especially if no one else was around. You really should come around to Linear. I could teach you a few moves that would help you out if you got in trouble.”
Her smile was soft. “I’d like that. Thank you.”
“It would be my pleasure.” He turned a little to the side. “You can come out, Dorian. We’re done walking through the scene.”
Dorian moved his large frame silently around the shed. “I didn’t want to interrupt.” He tilted his head at her. “Ma’am.”
“Hi. I had no idea you were there,” she whispered.
Most people couldn’t believe how quietly Dorian moved, considering his hulking size.
“You know you have eyes on you in the south about half a mile?” he asked softly. “Whoever it is has been watching since I got here.”
“I spotted the glare a few minutes ago. Probably somebody curious as to what’s going on. This sort of thing shakes up a small town.”
Dorian grunted an affirmative, still looking in the direction of the eyes. “Whoever it is, they’re using a scope.”
Shit. “More than likely some overly concerned dad. Everybody’s going to sleep with their rifles tonight.” But he still didn’t want Annie out here in the open. “You able to track anything?”
Dorian pointed to the building across the parking lot. “He was up there. I found another rock pile like you described from the other scene. He was waiting. Would’ve seen her pull up and had plenty of time to take out the light then and still make it her when she’d parked.”
Annie was still looking around. Zac touched her back. “You ready to go? I know you need to get back to work.”
She nodded.
“I’m going to walk south a mile or so and look around,” Dorian said. If anyone could find who was watching through the scope, it would be him. Without another word, he was gone.
Annie filled the ride back to the hospital with questions, about the Army and what specific training they’d given him that allowed him to be aware of stuff most people never thought about their entire lives. He told her about missions in Afghanistan where situational awareness had always made the difference between life and death.
He didn’t tell her how sometimes even the keenest instincts didn’t keep you safe. About how a bullet had grazed him in the head in the Afghani mountains, and if it hadn’t been for some of his Army brothers carrying him out, he wouldn’t be here right now.
She wanted to know about the company and the types of classes they offered. What was the most popular? Who came for the different types? How did people keep their training fresh once they’d come to Linear?
God, he loved how her mind worked, how fast she processed information but still listened intently to everything he said.
“By practicing it as much as possible in their everyday life,” he told her after answering all the others. “It doesn’t do any good to take the training if they don’t apply it.”
She shook her head, taking it all in. “I’m never parking in the same spot ever again.”
He caught himself one second before telling her that having a car that now operated properly would do a lot more for her safety than switching parking spots.
That would’ve raised a lot of questions.
“What’s your favorite thing to teach?” Her question saved him.
“Actually, I enjoy a lot of different things. We all have our own specialties, but we’re also pretty well-rounded. For example, I’m never going to be as good as Dorian at tracking or wilderness survival, but I still know a lot more about it than most people. I can do it and teach it. Same for him with hand-to-hand combat training. Dorian—God bless all six foot five of him—can teach it, but honestly, he intimidates the crap out of people.”
She laughed softly, a beautiful sound. “I can see why.”
“Plus, Dorian doesn’t really like being that close to people. So, he doesn’t do a lot of that sort of training, although he can. But to answer your question, I’m probably best at that and close-quarters fighting.”
“Not only due to your training, but because you have accelerated reflexes and ridiculous spatial awareness.” She said it factually, then grinned. “Does it frustrate you to have to slow down to teach it to mere mortals?”
He smiled back. “It used to, because obviously I’d rather have mortals fan me and feed me grapes.”
There it was again—her soft laughter. God, he loved the sound of that.
“But the first time a guy came back a few weeks after taking my class and told me how what he’d learned had saved his life when two guys jumped him in a bar fight? That’s when I realized being able to teach others what I do is more important than just knowing it myself.”
They arrived at the hospital, and he drove through the parking lot, hoping there wouldn’t be a spot, not wanting her to leave yet. “Listen, why don’t you come by Linear sometime? We can go over self-defense basics.” And then he could talk her into going to dinner with him.
She gave him a friendly nod. “That’s a good idea. I’ll look up the schedule online and see when the next beginner’s class is.”
And of course, here was a spot right near the front. He couldn’t pass it without it being obvious, so he pulled in. “Actually, I meant I’d like to personally teach you some close-quarters moves.” Crap, that sounded way dirtier than he’d meant it.
Although, hell, he’d take the dirty version too.
Her smile turned a little awkward. “No, that’s okay. I wouldn’t want to take up your time, Zac. I’m sure Linear has a class I’ll be able to make. Thank you for the ride.”
He reached over and grabbed her hand before she could move toward the door handle. “Annie, I’d like to teach you some self-defense moves because yes, it’s good for you to know them. But more than that, I would like to spend time with you.”
She gave him a crooked smile. “We just spent the whole morning together, and a bunch of time together over the last month.”
With anyone else, he would think she was being coy. Playing some sort of game to try to further snare his attention. Not that Annie could any more than she already had.
But she wasn’t playing or teasing. She’d never been that way.
Most women wanted to play games, liked the give and take of gentle flirtation when a relationship was beginning. But Annie and that giant computer-like brain of hers were always going to work best with absolutes rather than nuances.
“Annie, I enjoyed spending time with you today, although I wish it wasn’t under these circumstances. And I’ve enjoyed when we’ve been able to hang out the last few weeks, even though we’ve had a bunch of people around. But what I’m saying is I would like to take you out on a date.”
Her eyes flew to his, her mouth opening in a little O like a goldfish in water. “I-I-I have to go to work.”
She was out the door, and unless he planned on using some of his combat moves, he wasn’t going to be able to stop her. He watched her jog across the street to the building, wincing as she almost stepped in front of a moving vehicle.
He should let her go. She didn’t want someone chasing after her.
He gripped the steering wheel and closed his eyes. No. That was the problem. She was used to people leaving her alone. That’s what had happened her whole life.
He got out of the car and jogged toward the hospital doors, wincing again as he, too, was almost hit by a car.
If she shut him down cold and told him to fuck off—in a polite Annie way, of course—that she would never consider going out with him after what he’d done, it was no more than he deserved.
But damn it, he would at least try.
He could see her down the main hallway. “Annie!”
Okay, that got her attention, and everyone else’s. But she stopped and turned. He jogged the rest of the way to her, getting as close as he could without moving into her personal space.
“Um, hi.” She was looking everywhere except at him.
“You didn’t answer my question.”
Those brown eyes darted up at him before looking away again. “I don’t think you actually asked me one.”
The corner of his mouth pulled up. She was too smart for her own good. “Then allow me to change my syntax. Will you go out on a date with me, Annie?”
There were people watching. In a town the size of Oak Creek, there always would be, ready to spread the word.
He didn’t care.
“Zac...”
“It’s not a hard question, Dr. Griffin. A simple yes or no will suffice.”
“You don’t really want to go out with me.”
Now, he very deliberately took a step into her personal space and lowered his volume so only she could hear. “You can tell me to go to hell if you want to. I wouldn’t blame you for that. But you do not get to tell me that I don’t want to go out with you. Do you know why?” He put a finger under her chin and tilted her face up.
Now those big brown eyes were locked on his. “Why?” she whispered.
“Because there’s nothing I want more. Say yes, Annie.” His face was just inches from hers.
“Why?” she whispered again.
There were so many reasons why. Because he wanted to redeem himself. Because he wanted to show her how sorry he was for what had happened six years ago. Because he wanted to remind her that Oak Creek was really her home, and it was a wonderful place. Because he didn’t want her to stay at home on a night off with all her books if she wanted to go out.
But really there was only one that mattered.
“I want us to know each other. The ‘now’ versions. Not our high school selves or the each-others from six years ago. Those people are gone, and who’s left are the you and me from now. This Zac”—he touched his chest— “wants to know this Annie.” He touched her cheek.
“But...”
His lips touched hers. He wanted to back her against the wall and kiss her until neither of them could think straight, but now wasn’t the time. Another soft kiss. “Say yes, Annie.”
“Yes.”



       



CHAPTER 14
A nne could feel Zac’s fingers against her cheek long after he smiled and said he’d call her later to work out the details.
And why was it so hot in the hospital? Normally they kept the temperature much cooler to make sure patients and employees were comfortable.
“It’s the regular temperature in here,” Riley said, grinning.
Had Anne said that out loud?
“Zac’s just got you all hot and bothered,” she continued.
Anne spun on her heels and headed back toward her office. Had Zac truly asked her out? Had she really said yes?
“Yes, he did,” Riley responded, catching up with Anne. “And yes, you did.”
Seriously, Anne had to start keeping her internal monologue internal.
“I saw it, and a bunch of other nurses did too. That was nigh-near swoon-worthy, watching him rush in after you like that.”
Oh, good Lord. “Look, it’s a casual thing, okay? Not a real date. Zac doesn’t really like me in that way.”
Riley took one look at her face and burst out laughing. No, guffawing. So loud everyone around them was staring. Anne grabbed her arm and hauled the younger woman into her office, closing the door behind her.
“I’m sorry.” Riley held her stomach, trying to get her giggles under control. Anne moved behind her desk and stood there with her arms crossed. “It’s just, you’re so smart, Anne. How can you think Zac doesn’t like you?”
“Let’s say there’s enough bad history between us for me to doubt this offer is seriously romantically inclined.”
A vision of him flinging her dress at her naked form standing in the hallway filled her mind. But then those tender kisses from a few minutes ago battled it.
Riley finally stopped laughing. “Look, I was a kid when Becky died, still in high school. I was sad because, hell, all of us were. But I didn’t really know her. Honestly, I didn’t know Zac either, until the last couple years.”
She didn’t have time for this. “Riley, I enjoy your company, but I need to report for my shift.”
“Zac likes you.”
She sighed. “Zac’s a friendly guy. He likes everyone.”
Riley shook her head. “No, he likes likes you.”
“While I appreciate the sentiment” —and would love for it to be true— “I can say with pretty good authority that Zac doesn’t.”
“Look, I don’t know what happened between you guys in the past, but I’ve never seen Zac try this hard to get a woman’s attention while at the same time remaining completely behind the scenes. It boggles the mind.”
“I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”
“He fixed your floors.”
“Yes, and I truly appreciate that.”
“He brought the guys in to finish moving all your furniture, so you didn’t hurt yourself.”
“Yes, that’s true too. And I—”
Riley raised an eyebrow and tilted her head, her pixie haircut framing her small face perfectly. “Anything else good happen in the past few weeks? I don’t know, your washer and dryer working better than they used to? Your fireplace flue all cleaned out? Enough firewood in case we have some super cold nights? Your car running better?”
Anne slowly sank into her office chair. “Oh my gosh.”
“Zac. Either directly or because he called in a favor or batted his pretty blue eyes at his buddies. None of the guys minded stepping up to help, but Zac initiated it. It’s been Zac who has been thinking about you nonstop for the past month.”
Was that even possible? “But...”
“Zac’s a pretty stand-up guy, but I would still get my locks changed if I were you.”
They already had been. Finn and little Ethan had shown up a couple days ago, new lock in hand. Finn had winked and said he wouldn’t want Zac to have a key to his place either. She’d been too caught up in his son’s utter cuteness to even pay attention to the details.
Like how would Finn have even known about Zac having the key if Zac hadn’t told him?
“This could still be him just being friendly.”
Riley smiled. “I hang out with the Linear guys all the time. Not the guns and fighting, but the adventure stuff they do on that property sometimes: repelling, rock climbing, hang gliding, you name it. The guys forget I’m there. And let me tell you, they have harassed the shit out of Zac for all the stuff he’s been doing for you.”
“Oh.” That wasn’t good. She didn’t want him fighting with his friends.
“At first he ignored them. Hell, it takes more than name-calling to get Cyclone frazzled.”
“Cyclone?”
“That was his call sign in the Army. Evidently because Zac can be surrounded by a cyclone and not lose his head during a mission. So yeah, he ignored them. Until Finn finally asked why he was really helping you so much.”
“Was it because of Becky?” she whispered. It was the only thing that made sense.
“Zac just said he’d finally seen you. That he’d known you most of your life, but now he could see you.” Riley shrugged. “I’ll admit, I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about, and was getting ready to repel down the side of a cliff, so I didn’t care too much. But watching him today with you, I finally get it. He only had eyes for you in that hallway. We all could’ve been running around naked or on fire, and he still would’ve only been interested in you.”
Her chest hurt. She’d recognized a few days ago how much easier her life had been lately. The car...running. The house...a relaxing place to come home to, where she could rest and unwind rather than spending all her time off fixing, changing, and unpacking. All her bills had been easier to pay because she hadn’t had to come up with more money to fix things.
A lot of her stress had been lifted. Evidently, she had Zac to thank for that. Like Riley said, all the guys probably would’ve been willing if she had asked. But she never would have.
Zac had seen the needs—seen her—and just stepped in and done what needed to be done.
“Look, don’t you dare tell him I let the cat out of the bag, or I’m going to be banned from the fun stuff, okay? And we’re supposed to go paragliding next month in Colorado, so that would suck. But that man cares for you, Anne.”
She nodded and waved her hand toward the door. “Okay, I promise not to tell on you. Now get out so I can go to work.”
Work was what she needed, what she understood.
Zac Mackay? Not so much.
    
Anne buckled down the next few days and refused to even think about her upcoming date Friday night. It was the only way she’d survive with her sanity intact.
By Friday morning, it didn’t matter, it was shot.
She’d been able to focus on her job in med school when she hadn’t had enough to eat or sleep. She’d been able to when Darren had dumped her and told her she wasn’t the type of woman a doctor with his future would want on his arm.
One would think she could focus through a six-hour shift. A date wasn’t life changing. She’d known Zac for decades. There was really no excuse for misfiling a chart three different times in the past two hours.
Riley had the day off but was coming over to Anne’s house at six, two hours from now, to help her get ready for her date at seven. She was bringing Wavy Bollinger—Finn’s sister, who worked at the Frontier Diner.
They were going to help Anne with her hair and “do a little” with her makeup. Riley was even bringing over a couple of her own outfits, although what good would that do? Riley was at least four inches shorter. Any skirt she brought would be obscene on Anne.
She’d also texted and asked for Anne’s shoe size a few hours ago. Somehow that didn’t reassure her at all. Riley was way too excited about project “Doll Anne Up and Send Her Out to the Wolves.”
Or just Wolf.
Why had she ever said yes to this? Not only going out with Zac, but to The Eagle’s Nest? It was Friday night. Everyone would be there.
She tried to type a patient’s data into her hospital iPad, then set it down at the nurses’ station and rubbed her pounding temples. “Susan, why doesn’t this work?”
The older nurse looked over at the device, then pressed a button. “Because you’re trying to file it on archive. Again.”
Anne blew out a breath. “You think I’m an idiot. I am an idiot.”
Susan’s smile was kind as she patted Anne’s arm. “I think you’re not the first woman to get a little flustered at one of those Linear Tactical fellows taking them out.”
Did everybody in the whole hospital know?
If she could think of a reason to call off the date, she would. This couldn’t possibly go well. Was it wrong to pray for a bus accident? Not with any serious injuries, of course, just sprained ankles and contusions—enough to keep her here for the next six or eight hours.
At five o’clock, she handed the ER reins over to Dr. Lewis. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay? It’s no problem.” Anne couldn’t be blamed if there were a medical necessity, could she? Zac would understand. Riley, maybe not so much.
“No, no.” Dr. Lewis shook his head, smiling. “Nurse Wilde mentioned you have plans and that unless there was an emergency not to let you stay. So, you go have fun since you have tonight and most of tomorrow off. Enjoy your young-person stuff.”
Damn Riley. This is why Anne didn’t have friends. They always stabbed you in the back and made you go out with the guy you’ve been in love with your whole life.
She walked down the hallway to her office to grab her purse and keys. Mia Stevenson was waiting outside her door.
If Anne could’ve left without getting into her office, she would have. Mia had been trying to corner Anne all week. This conversation wasn’t going to be pretty.
Straightening her shoulders, Anne put on her best head-of-the-emergency-department doctor face. “Nurse Stevenson, were you waiting for me? Some sort of hospital business that needs to be dealt with?”
Mia’s eyes narrowed. Obviously, she had expected to have the upper hand in this conversation from the start, but Anne had sidetracked her by keeping things businesslike.
“No. This has nothing to do with the hospital, Anne.”
“I see. Well, I’m about to leave, so now isn’t a good time.”
“I know you’re going out with Zac tonight.”
Anne put the key in her office door and unlocked it, walking in. “I’m sure many people have plans for the weekend.”
“I’ve already heard about you throwing yourself at him in the hall the other day.”
Anne turned and looked at Mia. People were beginning to glance their way—which may be exactly what Mia wanted: a scene. Anne wasn’t going to give it to her. She opened the door to her office and let the woman enter, shutting it to a crack.
“Mia, you and I don’t really know each other. We’re not friends. I’m not sure how what I do or who I do it with is any of your business.”
“You’ve been gone from Oak Creek a long time.”
Nobody was more aware of that than Anne. “Yes, I have.”
“Things have changed since you’ve been gone.”
It didn’t really seem like things had changed that much. Mia was still the gorgeous girl at school who pretty much held court whenever she wanted. Anne was doing something Mia didn’t like, so she’d been hauled before the throne.
Anne walked to her desk and got her purse out of the bottom drawer. She wasn’t going to fight with Mia—one, because she had no idea how to fight interpersonal battles that had no rules, and two, because even if she did, there was no way she would win against someone like Mia, who lived for them.
“I would certainly hope we’ve all changed since high school.”
Mia blew one perfect curl off her forehead with a breath. “Look, I’m not trying to come in here and be all Mean Girls, okay?”
“Okay,” she said slowly. Dealing with a reasonable Mia wasn’t going to be as easy as ignoring Prom Queen Bitch Mia.
“Zac’s not with me. I get it. We only went out a few times and he never made any promises, so I can’t fault him for that.”
“Okay,” Anne said again, waiting for the sucker punch.
“Everybody likes Zac, and rightfully so. He’s the town golden boy, made even more so by the tragedy of Becky and the baby’s death.”
“Micah. His name was Micah.”
Mia rolled her eyes. “Of course, you know that even after all these years. I’m not sure if it’s because you’re super smart or you’re in love with him. Or both.”
She knew because Becky and Micah had both been people important to her and Zac. “What’s your point, Mia?”
“I just want you to be careful.” She held out a hand, palm up. “I know that sounds ridiculous, because, well, it’s me, and I’m a bitch. But like you said, we’ve all changed since high school, since Becky’s death. I don’t know that Zac is emotionally capable of committing to anyone anymore. Maybe that died with Becky.”
Mia smoothed back a little of her perfect blonde hair. “Zac dates but keeps a part of himself distant. He’s notorious for it.”
Anne took a step forward. She really didn’t want to hear this. “Thanks for the warning.”
“I’m not trying to upset you. Just, I thought someone should let you know, okay? So, you’re not going into the situation blind. You’re new and shiny, so he wants to play. But don’t let your heart get involved.”
Anne grit her teeth. “Again, thanks for the advice.”
She shook her head. “Now I’ve made you mad. I wasn’t trying to. I just don’t want to see you get hurt, see you in another situation where everyone is talking behind your back like in Florida.”
Point made, Mia turned and left.
Anne took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. Mia had been checking up on her at the hospital in Tampa. It wouldn’t have been difficult for her to get details from Anne’s previous place of employment. Everybody knew the drama of the two Dr. Griffins. One moving forward and the other left behind.
Maybe it really was a friendly warning, or thinly disguised jealousy. But Mia wanted her to know that she was out of her league with Zac. Anne was going to ignore her.
After all, she’d been telling herself the exact same thing since the beginning.



       



CHAPTER 15
Z ac sat at a booth at The Eagle’s Nest, a beer he hadn’t taken more than two sips of growing warm on the table. He glanced at the door for the tenth time in as many minutes.
“Not like you to be nervous before a date.” Finn was sitting across from him, grinning like a moron, drinking his own beer. “Of course, not like you to meet a woman for a date rather than pick her up. Didn’t you get your motorcycle for the express purpose of impressing women?”
“Meeting here wasn’t my choice.” He respected it, but he was also half afraid Annie wasn’t going to show up. If he had known Finn was going to sit with him and give him a hard time, he wouldn’t have arrived thirty minutes early.
“I’m assuming you got all that stuff worked out about what you told me before, or Annie wouldn’t be agreeing to a date with you.”
His eyes moved from the door to his friend. “Yeah, ends up I was definitely a colossal bastard, but I didn’t attack her that night.”
He told Finn what he’d remembered, didn’t hold back the ugly details of it even though the thought of it still made him a little sick.
“Dayum.” Finn shook his head, took a big gulp of beer. “You’re going to need to find more stuff for us to do around Annie’s house.”
“Pretty sure I could build her a mansion from the ground up and it wouldn’t make up for what I did. Crazy thing is, I know if Becky was here, she’d kick my ass, not for sleeping with Annie, but for the way I treated her after.” Not only the stupid stuff he’d forgotten, but for not staying in touch with her. Not checking on her. He’d lost his wife, but Annie had lost her best friend. He’d had friends, family, and his brothers in the Army to get him through. Annie hadn’t had anyone, especially once she’d left.
“So, what is this? Some sort of pity date? Trying to make up for past sins?”
There was nothing he could do that would ever make up for that night. And pity? “Hell, no. I haven’t been able to get her out of my mind from the minute she walked into that hospital room. If anything, she’s taking pity on me by agreeing. I just want to be with her, you know?”
Any way he could. Physically, yes. Oh God, yes, he hoped he could eventually get her to give him another chance. But if not, it was like he’d told her at the hospital. He wanted the now Zac to get to know the now Annie.
Finn nodded solemnly. “I get it, man. Love is a battlefield.”
Zac couldn’t stop his grin. “Did you just throw Pat Benatar at me, jackass? Are we gonna have a dance-off now?”
Finn laughed. “You know I would totally beat you in one. I have moves you’ve never even dreamed of.”
“You wish. I—”
He nearly swallowed his tongue. Annie had just walked through the door.
“Holy shit,” Finn whispered. “This really wasn’t a pity date. Good luck, brother.” Finn left the booth, but Zac couldn’t tear his eyes away from Annie.
He realized immediately he’d made multiple tactical errors. For someone known for assessing a situation and immediately recognizing the strengths and weaknesses of manifold routes forward, it was an unusual feeling. He shouldn’t have chosen here for their date.
Word had already gotten around that they were going out. People were looking at Annie and she was panicking. He should’ve picked somewhere quieter, more intimate.
And people—men—were eyeing her, finally realizing what he had known all along: she was fucking gorgeous. She downplayed her beauty all the time because she didn’t know how to deal with the attention it drew. But she wasn’t hiding it tonight.
Gorgeous.
He immediately stood and made his way to her. One, because she looked like she was going to run out the door at any second. Two, because if he waited another ten seconds, one of these other guys was going to beat him to her.
“Hi,” he murmured, reaching down to kiss her on the cheek. “You look fantastic.”
Black tank under a jean jacket, black denim miniskirt that showed off her long legs before they ended in red cowboy boots.
Zac was going to be dreaming about those for a long time.
She grimaced. “I became Wavy and Riley’s science project.”
“Thank God for science,” he murmured, taking her arm and leading her toward the table.
“One would think I wouldn’t be able to fit into one of Riley’s skirts, given that she’s four inches shorter than me.”
He glanced down at her legs again, resisting the urge to wipe under his chin in case he was drooling. “One would indeed think that.”
They sat down at the booth. Her back ramrod straight. “Everybody is s-s-staring at us.”
He took her hands on the table and rubbed his thumb across her knuckles. “You know how small towns are: gossip for a second about something before moving on. It’s Friday, so soon everyone will be drinking and line dancing, not paying any attention to us.”
She nodded, taking a breath. “O-o-okay.” She grit her teeth, her frustration with herself obvious.
He didn’t let go of her hands. “I shouldn’t have brought you here. I thought it would be good to go somewhere familiar, but I didn’t take your anxiety into account. I know you don’t like to be the center of attention.”
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath in through her nose then out through her mouth. She repeated the process. Her hands slid out from under his and he let her go, recognizing the need for whatever ritual she was doing to calm herself. She touched her thumbs to each of her four fingers, then repeated the motion.
When her eyes opened she looked better. This was obviously a tactic she’d used before. “I actually don’t like crowds where I’m expected to mingle and make small talk or, heaven forbid, public speaking. Here, as long as the band is playing loud, and everyone is ignoring me, I-I’ll be fine.”
Her hands touched his again. He turned one over and ran his finger gently across her palm and up her wrist, smiling when she shivered slightly. “Not everyone will be ignoring you.”
He had a feeling no one would. As much as he loved the sight of her legs in that skirt and those boots, and how big her brown eyes looked with no glasses blocking half her face, not to mention her hair falling around her shoulders and beyond...he sort of wished he could have her back in her scrubs and glasses.
The waitress came over, and they ordered food and talked as best they could over the din. Zac had been here countless times to hang out with the guys. And for dates sometimes. He’d never realized how crowded it was. Or how noisy.
Probably because he’d never really been trying to make meaningful conversation with anyone.
Their burgers and fries arrived. He enjoyed watching Annie attack her food with such gusto.
She caught him staring, finished chewing, and put a hand in front of her mouth, eyes worried. “Am I eating too fast? I always do.”
“No, not at all. I’m sure working at the hospital all day builds up your appetite.”
She looked relieved that he understood. “Yes. Some days there’s no time to stop for meals. You just eat a bite or two as you can.”
“Yeah, that happened a lot when I was in the Army.”
“I thought they gave you guys three square meals a day.” She was relaxing. He would talk to her about anything she wanted for as long as she wanted if it meant her smiles were focused on him.
“A lot of times they did, at boot camp in particular, and during regular training afterward. But later...once I was a Green Beret, sitting down to enjoy cooked food was a luxury. For most of our missions, MREs were the order of the day.”
“Meals Ready to Eat,” she said. “We did a study on their nutritional value when I was in med school. Nutritionally, they’re excellent.”
“Did you taste one?”
He wanted to lean across and kiss the scrunched-up face she made. “Yes, and they were god-awful. I suppose the nutrition doesn’t count if you can’t keep them down.”
“Believe me, in most cases we didn’t mind.” On some missions they would’ve given anything to have MREs available.
She studied him but didn’t press for details. Zac appreciated it. It hadn’t take long after Linear became successful for the guys and him to realize that some women—and hell, guys like Frank—were soldier groupies. Zac’s and all the team’s Special Forces background was listed on the company website. Some people wanted to hear about the violence and danger they’d lived through. Hell, some women wanted it in their bed.
Zac had a few stories he would tell, pretty tame ones overall, mostly just to satisfy the curiosity of whoever was asking. The rest he would take to his grave.
The most popular question he got from men and women who knew he had been a Green Beret: Had he ever killed anyone?
Zac’s answer: yes. Then a change of subject.
He’d killed. Multiple times in multiple ways. And it had cost him a piece of his soul every time. It had cost all the guys a great deal to serve their country, in ways they hadn’t even understood sometimes until they’d returned home. But that was the sort of thing you didn’t talk about with civilians.
Annie raised her glass of beer. “To the times we couldn’t sit down for a meal because people were depending on us to do other things, and do them right, even when they were hard.”
It was as if she’d dug into his mind and pulled out what he’d wanted to say. He lifted his glass and clinked it against hers. “And to those still suffering.”
He thought of Dorian and how the man continued to wake up screaming—when he could get any sleep at all—from things that had happened to him in Afghanistan. And he thought of the poor rape victims Annie had helped and treated.
An ER physician was similar to a Special Forces soldier in a lot of ways. But today she deserved time off from that. They both did.
Today Annie was just a smoking hot woman he was on a date with. And he planned to enjoy her.
She must have recognized the predatory look behind his smile because she put the last bite of her burger down. “What?”
“Nothing. Just glad to be here with you. But next time I’m going to take you out to a restaurant where we don’t need to shout to hear each other.”
“Next time?”
“Oh, yes, ma’am. There will very definitely be a next time.”
The band was picking up in volume, and people were starting to dance. The waitress came back and took their plates away and brought Annie another beer, but Zac switched to soda.
Annie’s eyebrow raised as she gestured to his glass with her chin. “Afraid to let your guard down?”
It was time to tell her. Past time. “I don’t really drink anymore. One beer, that’s it. No exceptions.”
She nodded. “As a physician, I completely applaud that. Although the benefits of a single glass of red wine have been proven to—”
He cut her off. “It’s been my rule for six years. Since that night with you in the hotel, Annie. Since I woke up the next morning, after hitting my head on the corner of the desk when I passed out, and realized there was an entire night of my life missing.”
“Zac...” The tension was back in her face, in her voice, but he had to press on.
“But I knew, even without remembering, I had done something horrible. I promised myself I would never be that out of control again. A few weeks ago, when I went to The Mayor’s Inn looking for you after the flood in your house, I found the mayor, and she laid into me.”
Her lips pinched together. “She shouldn’t have done that.”
“Oh, she should’ve, and way before last month too.”
“I don’t know what she told you, but—”
He reached over and placed his hand over her wringing ones on the table. “She didn’t have to. I stepped into that hallway and remembered. What I did, said. It was unforgivable.”
She shook her head. “You were drunk. Becky and Micah had just died.”
“You’re too kind for your own good, Annie Nichols Griffin.”
Her hands tensed even more under his. “Is that why you’re out with me? Why you’ve done all those nice things over the last month?”
He didn’t even care how she’d figured it out. “There’s nothing I could tinker with, fix, paint, or build that is ever going to change that night. I wouldn’t insult either of us by even trying in that way. But I want to make your life easier. You take care of a lot of people—”
“That’s my job.”
“—but you rarely, if ever, let someone take care of you. I’d like to be that person. And it has nothing to do with pity or guilt. It has everything to do with the fact that you’re an amazing, beautiful woman, whether you’re in your short skirt and red boots—about to blow my damn mind, by the way—or your scrubs. Both are beautiful, sexy.”
“Zac...”
“The now me getting a chance to know the now you. That’s all I’m asking for.”
“Okay.” She paused then slowly broke into a smile. “Cyclone.”
He couldn’t hold back his groan. “Oh, hell no. I cannot believe that has gotten back to you.” It was becoming too loud to talk, so Zac stood and sat back down on her side of the booth, sliding her over with his legs.
He was crowding her space and didn’t care one damn bit. She seemed a little surprised but didn’t move away.
“I still feel like everyone is watching us,” she whispered after looking around and taking a sip of her beer.
They were drawing more attention than other people here. “Everybody is looking at the hot girl. The guys are wondering if they have any sort of chance with her.”
“Admittedly, I look a little better than I normally do at the hospital. But I don’t think anyone would mistake me for a hot girl.”
Zac put his elbow on the table and leaned on it, facing her, blocking her from the view of the rest of the bar. He grinned. “I love how you say that. As if they’re dirty words or something.”
“No. There’s nothing wrong with being attractive. I just—” She shrugged.
“You just what?”
She gestured toward herself. “This is not who I really am.”
He reached over and poked her on the nose. “Feels pretty real to me. Unless you used your huge brain to build a life-sized robot you’re controlling from home.” He slid an arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer. “I like this look: red boots, skirt, and mussed hair. But you know what? I like the look of Dr. Griffin in her scrubs just as much.”
She turned to face him, hair falling over her shoulder. “I don’t think—”
He closed the few inches between their faces and kissed her. Just for the briefest of seconds. And he promised himself this was the last of the brief touches. Their next kiss would be neither brief nor innocent. “How about no thinking tonight? Just feeling.” He slid toward the edge of the booth, catching her hand. “And dancing.”



       



CHAPTER 16
Her bra was itchy, her skirt too short, and it felt like everyone in the entire town was staring while they danced. Anne ignored it all—the staring was actually easier to ignore than the lacy red bra Wavy and Riley had sworn was necessary.
She couldn’t ignore she was dancing in Zac’s arms. She’d never thought that would happen.
They’d moved a little awkwardly at first, swaying to the Dobie Gray’s “Drift Away.” Rigid, unsure exactly how they fit together. They were boxy, stiff, trying to keep an appropriate distance from each other.
But then Zac had laughed ruefully, wrapped his arm around her waist, and yanked her hard to him. Her hands latched onto his shoulders to balance herself, then stayed there. That close, there was no room for stiffness, no awkwardness.
“Better,” he murmured against her temple, keeping her against him.
It was better. It was so much more than that. The song changed, still staying slow, about being drunk on love, and Zac kept their bodies moving. This was more than a dance. She knew it, and he did too.
This was a fresh start.
His lips moved against her temple again, the fingers of one hand trailing up and down her back. Anne wasn’t going to try to process what it all meant, where it was all going, all the things about herself she couldn’t protect when it came to Zac.
Like he’d said, tonight she wasn’t going to think. She was just going to feel. If she had to pick up pieces later, then she would—and hope she had a big enough broom.
As the song ended she looked up into his eyes, unsure of what to say. If anything needed to be said at all.
“It’s time for line dancing!” someone shouted over the microphone. “You fellas need to get your asses off the floor, so the gals can start it off right.”
Anne laughed and shook her head. She was just starting to move off the floor with the men when Wavy and Riley—the terror twins—each took an arm and dragged her back.
Zac’s whole face broke into a grin. “Have fun.”
They showed her the basic steps to the Cowgirl Twist and soon they were all laughing as they moved around the room.
“I’m not even going to ask if you’re having fun,” Riley said between turns. “Your grin says it all.”
“She wasn’t grinning when Zac had her plastered up against his body,” Wavy shouted. “Which was super sexy, because obviously that man wants you, and everybody here knows it. But also, kind of gross because Zac is basically my brother.”
“I am having a good time.” Anne spun and started another set of steps, messed up, then jumped back in. The turn brought her around to face the bar where Zac sat with Finn and Aiden. She messed up again, then flashed Zac a grin, shrugging.
He held up his soda in a little toast, winked at her, and smiled.
Oh, good Lord. He was hard enough to resist when he wasn’t turning on the charm. Now that red lace bra felt really itchy. Her whole body did. And she knew just what she needed to scratch it.
“You know,” Wavy said as they spun once more and Anne could no longer see Zac without making it obvious. “The Eagle’s Nest is open and has dancing every weekend. It’s not just something they set up for Zac to take dates. The three of us need to hit the town more often.”
“Hell yeah, we do!” Riley let out a whoop that got all the other women on the floor going too.
Anne needed friends, she realized. She’d always been too caught up in her goals: pre-med, med school, residency, surviving the humiliation of working with a husband who had left her for another woman.
Line dancing with girlfriends had never really been an option. Girlfriends hadn’t either. Surviving had been her sole focus.
But now she was home. She had a good job, was digging her way out of her financial hole, and was making friends. She only had herself to blame if she didn’t enjoy them.
Even if they made her wear short skirts and itchy bras.
The song ended, and Anne reached out and pulled Riley and Wavy to her in a hug. “You’re right. You guys were about it all. Thank you.”
Riley giggled. “You’re so gonna get some Zac love tonight!”
She didn’t know if that was true or not. Didn’t even know if she wanted it to be. No matter what happened tonight, it couldn’t be worse than the last time she’d left a bar with Zac.
“But listen, Annie,” Wavy said, eyes serious. “You be careful with your heart, okay? Zac is a good guy, and I love him like a brother, but he’s never been one to get serious with a woman. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
She nodded, not surprised Wavy was echoing Mia’s earlier warning. A fresh start didn’t necessarily mean a relationship, just that they were moving forward.
The men joined the ladies as more line dancing resumed. She was surprised to see Zac, Finn, and Aiden out on the floor. She shouldn’t have been surprised that Zac had moves though. He taught her new dances, both laughing when she sometimes ended up going the opposite direction as everyone else. After another hour she was getting the hang of it and having fun just trying, being relaxed with Zac. Feeling, not thinking.
Zac excused himself to go to the restroom. Anne was looking for a table or seat somewhere—their booth now occupied—when Riley and Wavy once again scooped her back out onto the floor for another ladies-only dance.
Frank Jenkins wolf-whistled at her as the dance took her closer to where he and his friends were standing against a wall, shots in hand. Of course, he’d waited until Zac was nowhere in the room to do it. Two of his buddies laughed. The third smacked Frank on the back of his head, mouthing “sorry” to Anne.
It was good to know Frank had at least one decent friend, although now Frank was pushing at him with one hand, gesturing to his half-spilled shot with the other.
The song ended, and Anne was determined to sit down and give her legs a rest. Besides, she couldn’t ignore how crowded the whole place was getting. That was never going to be her forte, but she didn’t want to make a scene.
She found a seat at the end of the bar and did the breathing exercises a teacher had shown her during her psychiatry rotation in med school. She touched her thumbnail to each of her fingers, focusing on the tiny dot of pain rather than the room around her. She let the oxygen and physical sensation center her.
The music changed again, slowing down, the lights dimming. The dance floor thinned out, but that made the bar even more crowded. Crap. She’d need to get out of here soon. There was only so much her system could take. Zac wouldn’t know how to find her and—
“One last dance?” he asked, his big body blocking the rest of the bar.
She nodded, relieved, and took his hand, letting him lead her out to the floor, panic ebbing as they left the crowd behind. His arms wrapped around her and the rest of her discomfort melted away.
“I guess I’m not up for a full night of dancing,” she said against his shoulder. “Everyone else is just getting started, and I’m already tracking the door.”
He chuckled, arms sliding around her more securely. “For a bar in a small town in the middle of Wyoming, The Eagle’s Nest can get pretty crazy on the weekends. Like I said, next time somewhere quieter.”
Next time. “That would be nice.”
His head lowered, his lips hovering an inch above hers, their bodies hardly moving now. She could barely breathe with the need to kiss him.
“I want to take this as slow as you need,” he murmured, tucking a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Don’t want to rush you into anything.”
She went up on her toes, so her lips touched his. “What if I want to?”
He closed his eyes and when they opened again, they were bleak. “What happened before...”
She lifted her hand from where it rested on his neck and put her finger on his lips. “What happened before wasn’t all bad.”
He kissed her finger. “I hope you’ll give me a chance to show you the all good.”
Oh God. “Yes. Tonight.”
He kissed her. It was nothing like the feather-soft kisses earlier this week or at her car last month. This was possessive. Hot. Needy.
And completely inappropriate for a dance floor.
“Shit,” he said as he broke away, looking as dazed as she felt. “I’m taking you home, right now.”
Riley and Wavy made kissy faces and gave her a thumbs-up as he led her to the bar to pay the bill, arm wrapped securely around her. More people were watching. Hell, probably everybody was. Frank was now talking to Mia. Both sneered at her, but when Zac came back and helped her put on her jacket, she couldn’t bring herself to care what they or anybody in this whole damn town thought of her.
“Let’s get out of here,” Zac whispered, heat burning deep in those blue eyes. He tucked her under his arm and headed toward the door.
Anne didn’t think of resisting. There was no else she’d rather be with.



       



CHAPTER 17
Z ac drove Annie’s car, since he only had one helmet for his bike. He had honestly never dreamed she’d let him this close to her again, much less tonight. It was all he could do not to fall to his knees and thank every known power in the universe.
He was damned well going to do everything right with her this time.
He kept both hands on the wheel for the fifteen-minute trip to his place. Because if he didn’t, he wasn’t sure they were going to make it. He couldn’t remember ever feeling this all-encompassing need for a woman. Even with Becky, it had been different. She’d always been part of his life. They’d eased into the sexual part naturally. And the women he’d had since her had always been temporary. Fun. Never like this, with a burning, aching need.
Everyone at The Eagle’s Nest would be talking. Zac’s actions—his obvious possessiveness of Annie—were out of the ordinary for him. PDA, a dramatic exit...all fuel for the gossip fire, and actions he’d never given into. He didn’t want people in his business. But about this, he hadn’t given the gossip mill a second thought. Let them talk. He wasn’t going to hide how he felt about Annie.
When they pulled up to his house, she turned to him. “Zac—”
He reached over and kissed her, deeply, filling it with promise. His tongue thrust into her mouth in an imitation of the act that would come later.
They both groaned.
He broke the kiss and jumped out of the car and around to her door, opening it for her. He grabbed her hand and pulled her up the stairs to his front door.
It was as far as he could get without kissing her again.
His hands cupped her face. As he bent his head toward hers, he inhaled her scent, something like lavender. Nothing too clingy—subtle, soft. Something you would miss if you weren’t paying attention. Just like the woman herself.
His entire body tightened. Hardened.
Her hands found his waist, untucked his shirt, and scraped her nails on the tender flesh. Zac groaned and pushed her against the door with his body. Every inch of them was touching.
She gasped, and he took full advantage of her open mouth. His tongue swept inside, the faint taste of the cinnamon whiskey she’d sipped firing every nerve in his body.
“Damn it, woman, I’m not even going to make it inside the house if we don’t stop.”
He could feel her smile. His tongue dipped between the seam of her lips again. He slipped one hand down and fought to get the key in the door without looking. After a few moments, he let a frustrated groan escape his lips.
She slid her head back and smiled, reaching down to take the key from him. She turned in his arms to put it in the lock.
Which left the whole back of her body pressed to his. He didn’t even try to suppress his groan when Annie bent a little at the waist to gain better access to the lock. Instead, he grabbed her hips and pulled her back hard against him.
This time they both groaned.
She got the key in, and they stumbled through the door as it opened. Zac kicked it shut and kept their momentum going forward until her body was fully up against his hallway wall, her back still to him. He peeled her denim jacket down her arms, then threw it on the banister.
He ran his hands up her back, across the shoulders, caressing the skin her tank top left bare, and down her arms with a featherlight touch until he reached her wrists. Then, he pulled her hands out and placed them on the wall above her head.
“Leave them right there,” he murmured against her neck. He slid his nose and lips along her jaw and hairline until he arrived at her ear. “I just want you to stand here and feel. There’s so many things I’m going to do to you, sweet Annie. We won’t be done tonight until we’re both too tired to move. And your voice is hoarse from screaming my name.”
Her gasp was the most beautiful thing he’d ever heard. He ran his fingers back down her arms and up again to her shoulders. He slid them down her side, oh so lightly as to not tickle her, then spread out his fingers to grasp her hips.
She gasped once more as he pulled her ass against his hardness. She had no idea how much he’d wanted her this month. Hell, Zac hadn’t even known he could want a woman this much.
He bent his knees slightly and allowed his fingers to run along the outside of her thighs, to where the skirt ended, trailing down her bare skin.
“You walked into the bar tonight, and I immediately wanted to march you back out.”
“Why?” Her voice was husky.
“Because they all figured out tonight what I already knew.” He ran his fingers along the backs of her knees, then up the insides of her thighs.
Her breath hitched. “And what was that?”
“That you’re someone everyone should be noticing. Every guy at The Eagle’s Nest tonight was kicking themselves for not asking you out first. A hot doctor wearing red cowboy boots? Hell, they’re kicking themselves for not asking in high school and tying you to them years ago.”
He slid his fingers back up her hips, then dipped them under her tank top, trailing them up her stomach.
“I’m selfish, Annie. I want to be the only one who notices you. And I damn sure want to be the only one you notice.” He whispered the words in her ear before bringing his lips down to the place where her neck met her shoulder and biting gently.
At the same time, his hands reached up to cup her breasts through her bra. Her nipples tightened into hard nubs beneath his palms as his lips continued their assault.
“You’re so damn sexy,” he whispered. “I’ve dreamed of this.”
And he had. Even when he couldn’t remember that night—hadn’t allowed himself to think of her at all—he’d dreamed of having her in his arms like this.
He pulled on one taut nipple before soothing it with his palm. His other hand was splayed across her smooth stomach, and he used it to press her back against his hips again. Her breath labored in and out.
He couldn’t go another second without kissing her. He spun her around, pressing her to the wall with the length of his body. His lips crashed onto hers, and her arms slid around him, pulling him closer.
Damn it, this wasn’t what he wanted. He owed her more. Better. He had planned to make this first time last for hours, but now he just wanted to devour her. Where was all that famous Cyclone self-control? He’d stayed on task in the Special Forces, even when bullets rained and explosions thundered close around him.
But this woman’s kiss blew his focus straight to hell.
“God, Annie.” His voice was so gritty he hardly recognized it. “I don’t even know if I can make it to the bed.”
Her hands slid down over his jeans and grabbed his ass, pulling him closer. “Then don’t.”
    
Zac barely keeping it together was the sexiest thing ever. “Take me right here.”
She meant every word. Yes, she wanted slow. Wanted tender. Wanted all night in a bed. And that would happen. But right now, she just wanted him. Period. Wall. Floor. Stairs. Wherever. He took a breath, pulling some measure of control over himself. But he was still sweating, and she loved it.
He knelt in front of her to take her boots off. “In case I haven’t mentioned it enough, I love these.”
She was glad she was leaning against the wall as he began kissing her knees and thighs as he got rid of her footwear. He kicked his own shoes off as he stood back up.
Emboldened by the heat in his eyes, she grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head, then grabbed her own tank and did the same. She then shimmied out of her skirt.
The way his breath hissed through his teeth at the sight of her in the matching red bra and thong made her want to rush back in time and give Riley and Wavy a kiss.
“Dear God.” His eyes roamed from top to bottom.
She smiled. “You like?”
She recognized the moment his control snapped. Finesse gone, his strong arms circled under her hips and buttocks and lifted her in the air, so her breasts were right in line with his mouth. He plundered one sensitive nipple and then the other through her bra.
God, it wasn’t itchy anymore.
Her legs wrapped around his hips, his weight pinning her against the wall as he reached up with one hand and opened the clasp.
His mouth found her bare breast, and she couldn’t hold back a moan. His hand tortured the other nipple. She wrapped her fingers in his hair and kept his mouth—and teeth, with their sharp little bites—plastered to her. Her hips ground against his of their own accord.
She moaned in distress when he set her down, but then she realized he was taking off his jeans. Through a daze, she heard him ripping open a condom and sliding it on.
He knelt in front of her again, his breath hot at the juncture of her thighs through the red underwear.
“Sexy,” he growled, like he was incapable of making a more coherent sentence. She felt the pressure of his mouth on her core through the thin material. Oh, holy Moses.
His fingers wrapped around the backs of her upper thighs, fingers sliding under the lace, keeping her exactly where he wanted her: pressed against his lips. Sweat broke out on her forehead. She needed more. More than just that sturdy pressure on the outside.
He was driving her crazy. And he knew it.
He drew back and looked up at her as he peeled the red lace down her legs, then stood, pressing his completely naked body against hers.
His lips teased hers softly for a second before he moved to her neck and sucked hard right as he slid his fingers into her. Deep.
Anne gasped, losing her breath as sensations bombarded her. His fingers moved in and out, his thumb pressing with expert finesse over her sensitive clit.
The pressure built inside her.
“Zac...” she keened as his fingers worked their magic.
“Yes, baby. This time, so much yes,” Zac murmured against her throat before nipping at it again. “Don’t hold back.”
A second later Anne exploded, waves of pleasure falling over her as she moaned his name. He eased his fingers out and hooked one of her legs around his hip, slowly working his way inside her.
“This time, so much more,” he said, forehead against hers. He reached down and pulled her other leg around his hips, both moaning now as he filled her completely.
She was trapped between Zac and the wall, arms around his shoulder, legs circling his waist. She’d never felt more alive or feminine, held there by only his strength.
His hips never stopped moving, and she didn’t want them to. She was building her way back up, the pressure inside becoming unbearable. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders. Almost distantly she heard the thumping against the wall as he pounded into her at a furious pace.
His thumb moved against her core, finding that bundle of nerves again. The world exploded, and she screamed his name. He yelled, too, as they flew over the edge together.



       



CHAPTER 18
A nne didn’t have much experience with morning-afters and none with one-night stands. The last time she’d had one, they hadn’t even made it to morning.
Not that she was afraid Zac was going to throw her out now. He wasn’t. Last night had been the antithesis of the first time around.
She winced silently as she reached down to grab her clothes in front of Zac’s front door. Certain places on her body ached, places that hadn’t been used in so long they’d almost been forgotten. She couldn’t even look at the wall without blushing, heat flooding her whole body.
She should have absolutely zero desire for sex right now. After the wall, the shower, before finally making it to the bed—and then the bed again a couple hours ago, although that time it had been his very clever mouth that had driven her crazy—there was no way her body could take another round with Zac.
Her heart couldn’t either.
So, even knowing he wasn’t going to start screaming at her and throw her out, she couldn’t stick around for awkward conversation. And when he’d mentioned them going to breakfast at the Frontier before he’d drifted to sleep next to her, she’d known she had to get out.
Call her a coward, but she just couldn’t do it. Not until she got her emotional fortitude rebuilt. So, she should be ready to face him in another six years or so.
Pulling on the matching red lingerie and wiggling into her skirt—never again—she barely swallowed a shriek as something fuzzy brushed against the back of her legs. A very pregnant dog wagged her tail and slowly sat down.
“Hey, you,” Anne whispered, scratching the top of her head. “It’s all your fault I’m in this mess, you know. If you hadn’t made Zac wreck, I probably could’ve avoided him for another couple years.”
How was she supposed to keep her heart safe from a man who’d brought home the dog that had almost killed him?
She petted the dog again and then threw on her shirt and jacket and dashed out the door. The only thing worse than the awkward morning-after would be getting caught obviously trying to avoid it.
She relaxed a little when she made it to her car and down the private road that wound through the Linear property. Her stomach was growling. She’d grab a to-go plate at the Frontier—God knew she’d burned enough calories in the last twelve hours to deserve it. It was just after dawn on a Saturday morning. No one would be around to question her about Zac, but she pulled on a pair of scrub pants she kept in her car for emergencies, so she wouldn’t have to walk in wearing last night’s skirt. She pulled the scrub shirt over her tank top, but there was nothing she could do about the boots. She’d keep a low profile; nobody would even notice her.
She realized her mistake the moment she stepped foot inside.
“There’s the slut I love!” Wavy called out as soon as Anne walked in. The woman was impossibly bright and cheerful to be working this early, considering the shot drinking and line dancing she’d partaken in just a few hours before.
“Jeez, Wavy.” Heat was creeping all the way up her neck and face. Fortunately, there weren’t many customers: an old couple in the corner booth who didn’t look like they could hear much of anything anyway, and a drunk guy at a table who had fallen asleep, coffee cup in hand.
“Get over here, girl.” Wavy waved her closer. “Where’s Zac? You guys did go home together, right? Is he coming in?”
At least she wasn’t shouting it. “Yes, we did. And no, he’s not. I left him in his bed this morning.” She wasn’t sure if that made her a coward or the smartest person on the planet. Or maybe both.
“Trey!” Wavy kept her wide eyes on Anne as she called back to the cook. “I’m taking fifteen. And Doc Griffin wants the full breakfast platter.”
The big dark-skinned man didn’t even look up from the newspaper. “’Kay.”
“To go,” Anne said.
“You wish.” Wavy shoved a cup of coffee in Anne’s hand and dragged her to a booth. “Okay, wait, so you left him in his bed?”
“Yeah.”
“And he was asleep. So, he doesn’t know you’re gone.” She threw back her head and laughed. “Oh man, I would give my next paycheck to be there when he wakes up and sees you beat him at his own game.”
Anne poured some sugar into her coffee. “I doubt there would be much exciting to see. I’m sure he’ll be relieved.”
Wavy gave her a soft smile. “You don’t get it, and that’s okay. You will eventually.”
“Get what?”
“How much that man cares about you.”
“Wave, it was just one night.” One mind-blowing, hoarse-from-screaming-his-name night, but still only one.
“Did he say it was?”
“Well, no. But it’s not like we have a relationship.” She took a sip of her coffee.
“Every relationship starts with a first night, you know. Do you want it to be just a one-night stand? Is that why you left?”
Did she want a relationship with Zac? On the one hand, it was all she’d ever wanted. On the other...her heart couldn’t take another beating. Her previous encounter with Zac had left her emotionally wounded. And then, just as those had stitched and healed, Darren had ripped them wide open again.
She couldn’t take any more right now. She didn’t know if she could survive someone deciding again she wasn’t worth it. She’d always done best when she’d remained invisible.
“I just want to do what you guys said. Protect myself.”
Wavy grabbed her hand. “That’s smart. And I don’t blame you. But let’s get to the juicy stuff—I assume it was good or you would’ve snuck out much earlier this morning.”
Oh, hell. She studied her coffee. “Um, yeah, it was nice.”
“Nice?” Wavy laughed again. “Oh, if Zac was here he would totally die—”
“Order up, and people coming in, Wavy,” Trey called from the open kitchen area.
“Okay, hold that blushing thought.” Wavy stood. “We’ll talk more later.”
Two separate groups came in, one a set of college-aged students who sat down by the sleeping guy. Anne grimaced as she saw the others walking through the door: Frank Jenkins and his friends from last night.
They obviously hadn’t gone home after The Eagle’s Nest. Since the bar had closed at 2 AM, she didn’t know what they’d been doing—but it looked like they’d taken the drinking out to the woods. One had a small branch stuck to the shoulder of his shirt. All of them were dirty and quite drunk.
Wavy brought Anne her food and refilled her coffee. “I’ve got to take care of customers, sweetie. We’ll talk later.” She made her way over to the college kids.
Frank and his friends took a table near the window, in clear view of Anne’s table. She began shoveling food in her mouth. There was no way this was going to end well. She just wanted to get out of here.
She wasn’t even a few bites in before Frank saw her. He said something to his buddies to make them laugh before standing up and walking over to her.
“Saw you leave with Mackay last night, Doctor.” He sneered her title, then laughed as if he’d come up with a clever insult. He ran his fingers through his greasy hair.
“I’m here to eat, Frank.” She could feel the eyes of his friends on her. “J-just looking for quiet.” Damn it. She began her breathing exercises.
“I guess you weren’t even worth taking out to breakfast.” He plopped down in the booth across from her. “Such a shame. I would’ve. Maybe now that you’re defrosted, we can go out some time.”
There was no way in hell. “Not going to happen, Frank.” She could hear his friends guffaw at the rejection. He glared at them over her shoulder.
“You looked hot last night. You’re back to your scrubs now, but then...” He licked his lips.
Anne put her fork down, her appetite completely gone. She took a deep breath, so she could force her words out with as few stutters as possible. “No. I’m trying to eat, F-Frank. You need—”
“Jenkins, you’re making an ass out of yourself. Leave the doctor alone.”
Frank’s friend, the same one who had tried to curb the catcalling last night, grabbed Frank by the shoulder and hauled him out of the booth.
“Shawn, c’mon, man!”
Shawn shoved Frank in the direction of their table. “Leave the lady alone. She doesn’t want to talk to you.”
“I get it. I get it.” Frank held his hands up in mock surrender and took a couple unsteady steps back toward her. “You’re only interested in the Linear guys, not regular dudes like me. But we’re going there for a class in a couple days so Shawn can see what all the fuss is about.” He put an arm around Shawn’s shoulder and tapped him on the chest. Shawn looked much less drunk and far less amused than Frank. “And the Linear guys are talking about bringing me on as a partner. So be careful of telling me no so quickly, Doctor. You might regret it.”
Shawn rolled his eyes and pushed Frank once again toward their table. She was glad when he kept going this time. “Sorry to have bothered you, Dr. Griffin. I’ll keep a tighter leash on Jenkins if I can.”
“Thanks for your assistance,” she whispered. Everyone in the restaurant was looking now. Shawn nodded and left.
“Jenkins is such an asshole,” Wavy said a couple minutes later when she was able to stop by. More people were coming in. “Sorry I couldn’t waylay him.”
“Don’t worry about it. Everyone ignores Frank.”
“Why don’t you go home and get some sleep?”
Anne grabbed her wallet. “Yeah, I might just do that. Thanks for breakfast.”
Wavy pushed her hand away. “Keep it. You hardly got half of it finished anyway.” She reached down and hugged her. “It’ll all work out, Annie. You’ll see.”
She’d once shared the younger woman’s confidence in a happily ever after. But she just didn’t anymore. “Thanks, Wavy.”
Wavy linked arms with her and walked her to the door. True to his word, Shawn kept Frank under control.
But as soon as she got out to her car, Anne knew she wouldn’t be able to go home and sleep. She was too wound up. Since she was so close to the hospital, she just turned and walked in that direction.
At least there she knew who she was, where she fit. There she didn’t have to do breathing exercises to keep her stuttering under control. She was Dr. Griffin, the person who had the answers. The person who could make a judgment in the middle of a crisis and save lives. In control. Focused.
So much the opposite of who she was as Anne.
She slipped into the back door and immediately headed to her office. After grabbing a new set of scrubs and a spare pair of tennis shoes, she headed to the women’s locker room. Twenty minutes later, she was showered, hair braided and out of her way, her glasses on. Ready.
Dr. Lewis was a little surprised to see her back so soon before her shift but certainly didn’t mind heading home early after being up all night.
The work for the next few hours was steady, requiring Anne’s focus. Twenty-one stitches for a little boy who had decided to do the bike trick he’d seen his older brother doing the day before, kidney stones that had a grown man crying like a toddler, and even the birth of a baby who’d decided to leap into the world a month early while his mom and dad were out for a leisurely hike.
By lunch things had settled down, patient-wise. The regular nurses’ shift had changed. New ones came on and were chatting with each other, as usual. It didn’t take long for Anne to realize that she was what everyone was talking about.
She tried to go about work as usual, ignoring it all.
“Yeah, I heard it was amazing how good she looked last night. Nobody could believe she actually had a body under those scrubs and a non-hideous face under those glasses.”
Anne was completing a patient’s file on her iPad at the corner of the nurses’ station, out of sight. The two nurses, whose voices she didn’t recognize, obviously didn’t know she was there.
“Zac Mackay, that’s quite a catch,” the other nurse said. “But, I mean, I hear he didn’t even take her out for breakfast this morning. So obviously he doesn’t plan on pursuing it, at least according to Mia.”
“Look, I have no problem with her,” the second nurse continued. “I think she’s a great doctor. And anyone who makes fun of someone else’s speech impediment is just an asshole.”
“An extremely jealous asshole.” The other nurse laughed. “Zac has told Mia numerous times he isn’t interested. She needs to move on. Next time she talks trash about Dr. Griffin, I’m going to call her on it. It’s not right.”
Anne smiled, her heart lifting. She still didn’t know which two nurses were talking, but they obviously respected her and wanted a good working environment. Those were the sorts of people they needed here. She started in their direction to tell them so.
“Same,” the other nurse said. “I won’t let Mia get away with it either. But let’s be honest, it doesn’t matter how great of a doctor she is, there’s no way Zac is going to stay with someone like Dr. Griffin very long. Some things just aren’t meant to be.”
“Oh yeah, totally. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re already done. He scratched that itch and that’s that. Not that he’ll be mean. He’ll find a way to let her down easy.”
Anne swallowed and turned the other way.



       



CHAPTER 19
Z ac was pissed. Had been that way since he’d woken up and found Annie wasn’t in bed with him. Not only not there, but completely gone.
Duchess—who seriously was going to birth that litter any second now—just calmly gazed at Zac as he looked out the front door to see if Annie’s car was gone, muttering every obscenity he knew when he discovered it was.
He waited all morning for a word from her, a text or voicemail telling him she’d been called into the hospital for some emergency. That he could understand, even if he wasn’t thrilled with how she’d handled it.
Nothing. Not a single word from her.
It wasn’t pride that bothered him.
Okay, it was, but it was more than just that. He’d wanted her here. He’d wanted to wake up next to her and make easy love to her in the sunlight, watch those big brown eyes go all unfocused, that giant brain completely shutting down so all she could do was feel and hang on.
And after that, he’d wanted to have coffee with her, see what her morning routine was like. Was she grumpy until the caffeine kicked in, or did she hit the floor with all cylinders running? Did she like to read, watch TV, or catch up on emails while she sipped that first cup, or just look out the window?
He’d wanted to take her to breakfast—or make it here or, hell, eat two-day-old leftovers, he didn’t care—so they could talk. About everything and nothing. Last night had been their first night together.
This morning should’ve been their first morning together.
But Annie had run.
He shouldn’t be surprised. He knew that. Everything about last night had probably overwhelmed her. But he was still going to read her the riot act.
By lunchtime, he realized she really wasn’t going to call. He’d tried her phone a couple times, but she wasn’t picking up. When he remembered that he’d left his Harley at The Eagle’s Nest, he cursed again. One of the guys would have to give him a ride into town so he could get his bike back.
He walked into the office twenty minutes later. Finn was talking at his desk phone. Ethan was scowling at a book in his hand.
“Hey, Uncle Zac.”
Zac’s heart clenched, as it sometimes did, looking at Ethan. Micah would’ve been buddies with the little boy if he had lived, Zac had no doubt about it.
He plopped down on the couch next to the boy, ruffling his hair rather than pulling him in for a hug like he wanted. “Hey, bud. What book you got there?”
“Dad says I’ve got to meet with another specialist today.” Ethan let out a sigh, this apparently a fate worse than death. “I always have to bring a book when I meet one.”
Ethan was falling further and further behind at school. He’d come so far since Finn had gotten custody of him five years ago, but now it was becoming an issue as he was finishing second grade. The last thing Ethan needed was for his self-esteem to take a beating. He’d been through enough in his short life.
The book was something about a tree house with magic. “Looks pretty interesting.”
He shrugged. “Yeah. But it’s Saturday.” Everybody obviously knew they were not meant for reading.
Finn hung up. “That was Frank Jenkins and his crew. They’re confirmed for an overall basics course for Monday. After that, they’ll decide what else they’re interested in.”
“Great. A little more Frank is just what we need around here. Is it officially too early for me to call ‘not it’?”
Finn stood. “I think the official phrase is ‘Nose goes’ and I’ve already called it.”
“So that’s settled. We’ll make Aiden teach the class.”
Finn chuckled. “He’ll love that.”
“Are you guys going into town?”
Finn came over and ruffled Ethan’s hair. The kid beamed up at his dad, his face so full of love it was almost hard to look at. “Yeah, we’re going to the Frontier to meet with a private tutor Ethan’s the education department suggested.”
“You don’t have to go to the school or an office?”
“Nope. She wanted to meet somewhere E felt comfortable. So, we already like her better, don’t we, sport?”
Ethan grinned—a look so similar to his dad’s it was scary. “Aunt Wavy and Trey’s pie makes me comfortable.”
Zac laughed. “Me too, buddy. Can I catch a ride into town with you guys?”
“Yeah. But I don’t know how long we’ll be.”
“That’s okay. I’ll get some lunch, then grab my bike. It’s still at The Eagle’s Nest.”
Finn looked like he was bursting at the seams to ask questions but couldn’t because of the presence of an impressionable seven-year-old.
But as soon as they arrived at the Frontier, and Ethan asked if he could go sit at the bar and talk to Trey while the man cooked, Finn pounced.
“All right, Zac. Spill. How did you get home last night if your bike’s still in town?”
They slid into a booth. Zac sighed. “I actually took Annie to my place. We drove her car.”
Finn’s mouth dropped open. “Your place? You never take women there.”
Zac shrugged. “I wanted her there.”
“Please tell me you did not kick her out in the middle of the night.”
He rolled his eyes. “No, for Christ’s sake. I did not.” Admittedly, he had never been one for actually sleeping with a woman. He’d never wanted that sort of intimacy. He had with Annie. He’d loved pulling her in next to him, her long legs entwining with his.
He’d loved waking her up in the hour just before dawn by kissing his way down her shoulders, taking a long time on her breasts—feeling her breathing pick up even though she was still asleep. By the time he’d worked his way down her belly and eased his lips up and down her thighs, she’d woken up, those big brown eyes staring at him as he’d draped one of those shapely legs over his shoulder and proceeded to make sure she was fully awake.
“She have an emergency or something?” Finn asked. “Occupational hazard with an ER doc, I guess.”
Wavy chose that second to sit down in the booth next to her brother, sliding two glasses of water toward each of them. “You talking about Anne? She came by here this morning. Evidently she left Casanova sleeping and took off.”
Finn spewed the water he’d just taken a sip of. “Oh my God, she Coyote-Uglied you?” He turned to Wavy. “That’s when you wake up next to someone so horrible that you would rather chew your arm off than face—”
“I know what it means. And yes, that’s exactly what happened.”
Zac resisted the urge to tell them both what they could do to themselves. “She came in here? What did she say?”
Wavy began to giggle. “She told me she went home with you and that it was nice.”
The word Zac muttered under his breath was not meant for polite company. “Nice?”
“You know Anne. She’s not one to elaborate.” Her laughter died down. “She’s trying to protect herself, Zac. And I’ll admit, both Riley and I warned her that she should.”
“Why the hell would you tell her that?”
“You date, but you’re closed off. You never seem to be interested in any woman seriously. Anne doesn’t play casual; you know that.”
He sighed. “Maybe I’m not either.” Hell, nothing about Annie had ever been casual for him.
“She’s in waters she doesn’t know how to navigate.” Wavy stood back up when Trey yelled that an order was ready. “She doesn’t know exactly how she feels about you, and she especially doesn’t know how to deal with all the attention that’s being flung her way. Like Frank Jenkins asking her out.”
“What? This morning?”
“Yep.” She backed toward the kitchen window. “He was drunk, and she, of course, said no. But now she’s going to be getting that attention from all sorts of guys.”
He watched Wavy grab a few plates and put one in front of Ethan, who was still chatting with the cook, and take the others across the diner. She was right, Annie would be getting a lot of attention.
He thought they’d established a connection last night. He sure as hell had. She’d felt it too. He knew she had. What they’d done last night had been so much more than physical—although that part had been mind-blowing.
Zac stood. “I’m going to talk to Annie.”
Finn cocked an eyebrow. “To tell her that last night was nice for you too?”
“Annie works best when she knows all the parameters. That’s how her brain functions.” She may not choose him once she had all the facts, and that was her choice. But he would still make sure she had them, including the most important one: he wanted her. Not just for one night. Not just casually. But as something much more serious. “She works in exacts, not—”
His eyes tracked to the woman walking through the door, dressed in jeans and a blazer, long blonde hair framing her small face. This was not good. He sat back down. “Oh shit.”
“What?” Finn turned around. “Oh shit.”
Charlotte Devereux.
Zac shook his head. “I never thought she’d be back here again. I thought we were all beneath her.”
Finn swallowed hard, eyes narrowing. “Yeah, me especially.” He stood as she walked closer.
“Your Royal Highness.” Finn bowed with an exaggerated flourish. “On behalf of the peons and plebeians of Oak Creek, we welcome Your Majesty into our humble abode.”
Surprise flashed through Charlotte’s blue eyes before they narrowed, her shoulders straightening and neck stiffening, making her look more like the regal figure Finn had accused her of being.
“Plebeians.” Zac would swear she was looking down her nose at Finn, although she was nearly a full foot shorter. “Wouldn’t have expected you to know that word, Bollinger.”
“Why are you here, Charlie?”
Her eyes narrowed at the nickname. “I didn’t realize it was a sin or illegal for me to enter a public restaurant in Oak Creek.”
Finn shook his head, arms crossed over his chest. “It’s not, just in bad judgment.”
Charlotte blew out a breath. “Look, Finn, I’m not here to see you, okay? I’m here to meet a family to help their son with some tutoring.”
“You’re the learning specialist Mrs. Johnson suggested for Ethan?”
“Yes, I’m here to meet with a child named Ethan. The agency doesn’t give me a last name until after the parents have approved me as a tutor. Do you know him and his family?”
“Ethan is right behind you at the bar. And he’s my son.”
“You have a son?”
“Sure do, sweetheart. And you think you’re getting near him? That would be a hell no with a side of no chance. I don’t know what your game is or who you paid to make Mrs. Johnson think you’re a specialist at anything, but you need to leave. Now.”
Something flashed across Charlotte’s face— Desperation? Fear? Weariness?— but it was gone before Zac could figure out what. Not that he really cared. In this battle, he was firmly on Team Finn.
“I see.” If possible, her chin lifted even higher, the wealthy-girl facade wrapped around her like a well-fitting cloak. “Good-bye, then.”
She was out the door a moment later.
Finn sunk back down into the booth.
“You okay, man?” Zac asked.
Finn shrugged, then took a sip of his water. “What the hell just happened?”
“Charlotte Devereux happened.”
“Why would she work for a tutoring company? That makes zero sense.”
“Do you think she’s moved back to Oak Creek?”
Finn shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t give a damn.”
“Dude, you give so many they’re practically visible from space.”
“I’ll have to call Mrs. Johnson and tell her it didn’t work out. See if there’s someone else. Why would Charlotte pretend to be an education specialist?” Finn stood and called out to Ethan. “E, no meeting any teachers today. You’re off the hook.”
The boy hooted and gave Trey a high five as he walked by the kitchen window. Finn just looked pensive.
Zac stood. “You okay? I still want to go talk to Annie.”
Finn shook his head, his normal easy-going smile nowhere to be found. “Women are too complicated, brother. Get out while you can. It’s too damn hard.”
Zac put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Nothing worth doing is ever easy.”
He didn’t wait for Finn to respond, just tousled Ethan’s hair and waved to Trey and Waverly as he walked out the door and straight to the hospital.
He didn’t have a plan, didn’t know what he was going to say to her. But he wouldn’t let her exit this morning grow into some big wall between them.
Zac was becoming more familiar with the hospital than he’d ever expected. But he had no idea where he’d find Annie now and doubted he’d be allowed to walk around unaccompanied for long.
He was heading down the hall to the nurses’ station when he heard some women talking around a corner. He stopped when he heard his name.
“—doesn’t matter how great of a doctor she is, there’s no way Zac is going to stay with someone like Dr. Griffin very long. Some things aren’t meant to be.”
“Oh yeah, totally. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re already done. He scratched that itch and that’s that. Not that he’ll be mean. He’ll find a way to let her down easy.”
Small town. He loved Oak Creek, but for God’s sake, the rumor mill here was vicious. And he knew there was only one way to stop it.
He stepped around the corner. “Actually, I don’t have any plans to let Annie down easy. I don’t have any to let her down at all. She, on the other hand, may decide she has other, better, options, but I plan to be around until she comes to her senses.”
Both women—he’d seen them before but couldn’t think of their names—laughed nervously. “Hey, Zac,” one said.
The other shrugged. “Yeah, we were just speculating. Didn’t mean any harm.”
He smiled. “Wanted to make sure I set the record straight. Do you happen to know where Dr. Griffin is?”
“I’m right here.” Annie stepped around the opposite corner.
The two nurses flushed in mortification to be caught by both people they’d been gossiping about. Within seconds they made excuses and left.
“Busy?” he asked Annie.
“No. I came in to work because I was...wound up. But I was about to head home.”
He leaned against the wall. “So, there was no emergency that called you here? No triple appendectomy that made you leave in such a hurry this morning that you couldn’t wake me up and say good-bye?”
She flushed deeper than the gossiping nurses had. “I thought it would be better that way. That it was how one-night stands worked. I didn’t want things to be awkward.”
“It’s going to be quite a bit awkward if I have to throw you over my shoulder and carry you out of here.”
“Is that what you want?” she asked softly.
“Well, what I really want is for you to come with me, sleep the rest of the afternoon—because I don’t like those circles under your eyes even if you have them because of all the sexy times going on last night—then let me make you dinner before showing you more sexy times.”
He heard a female sigh around the corner and knew this conversation would be blasted all over the place within the hour.
He didn’t care.
He stepped closer and cupped her cheeks. “What’s between us is definitely not a one-night stand, okay? Now kiss me and promise me no more running away.”
“I promise.” She went up on tiptoe and pressed her lips to his before backing away. “And there’s no such thing as a triple appen—”
His arms wrapped around her and yanked her back to him. He slid his hand into the hair at the nape of her neck and held her still, so he could plunder her mouth. After a few seconds, she sighed as she gave herself over to it.
That was the only sigh that mattered.



       



CHAPTER 20
O ver the next few days, Anne developed a much better understanding of what it must be like to suffer from multiple personality disorder. There was Dr. Griffin, the emergency room physician who could handle any crisis coolly and calmly, who spoke with authority, moved with brisk efficiency, and commanded respect.
And then there was Annie, who had flown in the back door to the hospital and into her office this morning, ninety seconds from being late, hair damp and hanging down her back, and one shoe untied all because she hadn’t been able to get Zac out of her bed.
Admittedly, it hadn’t been completely his fault. She’d had to leave her car parked at the Frontier Diner because she’d rushed in to grab breakfast pastries and coffee, and when she’d come back out, it hadn’t started. She’d then had to walk as fast as she could without spilling her coffee through the drizzle to get here.
Which meant it wasn’t all his fault. Just a big chunk.
She caught sight of herself in the mirror in the corner of her office and had to stop and laugh.
She was a mess. Zac, with the help of the rain and a cantankerous car, had made her a mess.
She began to braid her hair, so it wouldn’t be in her way, but she couldn’t ignore the healthy flush of her cheeks and the smile she couldn’t quite tamp down.
Zac Mackay might make her a mess, but it was a beautiful, happy one.
This Annie, she may not know what to do with exactly. This Annie got a little uncomfortable with all the rumors floating around about her relationship, spoke more softly and still with an occasional stutter when she was uncomfortable. But she couldn’t deny—didn’t want to—that this woman was part of her personality too.
She finished her braid and bent down to tie her shoe, wincing at the aches from muscles that had gotten more of a workout in the last week than they had her whole life. Zac had been at her house, or she at his place, whenever they could carve out time.
He’d come over at eleven at night if that’s when she got off—cue eyebrow wag and giggle about getting off. And she’d spent yesterday at Linear Tactical, since she hadn’t had to work, watching from the swing on the front porch of the office as Zac taught a class for a couple hours until Aiden arrived. She didn’t even mind that the class had involved Frank, Shawn, and their posse. Watching Zac go through some fighting moves and weapons tactics sans
shirt had gotten her so hot and bothered that she wouldn’t have minded if he’d been teaching the Muppets.
Once Aiden had taken over the class, Zac had made his way to her, leaning against the railing. “Want to get some lunch?”
She’d stood and walked straight into the V his long legs made, wrapped her hand around his head, and fisted his hair, pulling his mouth an inch from her own. “No. I don’t want lunch right now.”
Her lips had covered his and she’d devoured him, reveling in the feeling of his large hands grabbing her hips and yanking her closer. Of his breathing coming faster. Because of her.
After a couple minutes, the catcalls from the guys had finally made it through the sensual fog of her mind. She’d opened her eyes, still plastered to him. Zac had chuckled against her lips, wrapped his arms under her hips, and carried her, her legs around his waist, to his apartment over the barn. He’d flipped the guys off as they’d gone by and barely gotten them up the stairs and to that same wall inside his door before he’d plastered her there and taken her.
No doubt the story of them together as Zac carried her across the compound was going to spread to everyone, since Frank had seen it. It was probably already all over the hospital.
Leaving her office, she walked briskly to the nurses’ station. If Susan had heard about any of the shenanigans, it didn’t show. But then Anne saw Sheriff Nelson standing at the edge of the station, looking at his phone. Her heart dropped. Not again.
“Oh no, Sheriff.” She set down the chart she’d picked up and walked over to him. “Was another woman raped?”
“No, no. No more that have been reported.”
She let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God.”
The older man nodded. “And Rogers and I have spread the word to a wider area to make sure other counties know we could have a serial rapist on our hands. Nothing will be taken as an isolated event. Of course, if the perp moves on to different states entirely, then future attacks may never be connected to the ones here.”
They both knew this guy wasn’t going to stop. Not after getting away with it two, possibly more, times. Like the sheriff said, it was just a matter of when and if the cases would be linked.
“Please, let me know if I can help in any way.” And she would, to help Kimmy and Veronica. Even if it meant getting up on the stand at a trial and stuttering in front of everyone, she would do it. “Is there something else we can help you with?”
“Um, no.” He looked sheepishly over at Nurse Lusher. “I’m waiting to take Susan to eat on her break.”
“Oh!” The surprised squeak popped out of her before Anne could stop it. She looked at Susan to find the normally unflappable woman fidgeting. “Yes, of course. I’ll get caught up on all the charts without you, Susan. Please, go ahead.”
A few minutes later the two walked, a little too closely to be just friends, down the hall toward the cafeteria. As Anne headed toward a patient’s room, she heard two nurses.
“I’m only saying, I think it’s sweet. The biracial thing doesn’t bother me at all. And love doesn’t care how old they are.”
Another woman answered. “I just don’t know how long it will last. The sheriff has been married twice before, you know.”
It looked like the gossipmongers had moved on to someone else.
    
The day was steady, as she liked them. It kept her focused and made the hours fly by. She got a text from Zac around dinnertime saying he wasn’t going to make it to the hospital to eat with her like he’d hoped, some sort of electrical problem at Linear. She texted back.
I should be done by 9 PM. I’ll just come to your place.
Perfect. I plan to have you naked five minutes later.
She rolled her eyes even as her body tingled at the thought.
By eight o’clock, things had slowed down enough that she decided to leave. It was still drizzling as she walked out the front door toward the hospital lot and cursed under her breath when she remembered she’d parked at the Frontier this morning. Hopefully her car would start this time. It looked like she was back to praying to the patron saint of automobiles. At least she had someone who could come and get her now if she got stranded.
That was a nice feeling.
Wishing she had an umbrella, she began jogging around the hospital toward the diner. She could cut down Main Street or take the shorter back path through the small park she’d walked through this morning.
Rain. Shorter was better.
But as she stepped toward the park, it seemed darker than usual. Was that the rain? Was she being overly suspicious because of the sheriff’s presence at the hospital earlier? She strained her eyes, searching for the path she thought a lamp normally lit. She hadn’t really paid attention before, but hadn’t there been a couple lights along this path? And now they weren’t on.
Situational awareness.
Was she being paranoid? Maybe. But if someone had shot out the lights like they had at the vet’s office, Anne wasn’t taking a chance. She turned and walked down the street instead. It was Sunday, the clothes shops, hair salons, and hardware store that lined the road were all closed, but at least the streetlights weren’t out.
She kept her head down, shivering, darting from the overhang of one building to another. It didn’t take long before she wished she’d gone through the park. She would’ve already been at her car by now.
Having excellent situation awareness wasn’t going to help at all if she died from pneumonia or hypotherm—
There was no warning at all, no movement or sound to alert her. A hand clamped over her mouth, and an arm wrapped around the front of her body, trapping both her arms against her chest. She froze, her brain trying to process exactly what was happening. She waited a split second, hoping this was a joke, Zac or someone messing with her.
But it wasn’t.
The man—bigger than her, stronger than her, and very definitely not Zac—began hauling her with bruising force down the alley that ran between the nail salon and the coffee shop, away from the main street.
Anne’s brain finally caught up with the situation, and she fought, twisting and kicking. She screamed, but only muffled sounds escaped from behind the man’s hand. No one was out in this rain, nor would anyone inside be able to hear her.
She tried to use her height to her advantage—Anne was no dainty, petite woman. She threw her weight to the side, knocking both her and her attacker into the concrete wall of the alley. Her legs scraped painfully against it, but he didn’t let go. He just dragged her farther along.
Fear flooded through her, thick and slimy. This was the rapist. He’d waited for her like he had for Kimmy and Veronica.
Anne fought harder.
Working one arm free, she twisted, trying to claw his face, but found some sort of ski mask beneath her fingertips. Her nails couldn’t do any damage, so she tried to hit him instead. She barely got in one ill-aimed punch before he slammed her head into the wall. White dots floated in front of her vision, agony spiking through her skull where her forehead had hit.
Everything blurred. She needed to fight. He was dragging her toward the end of the alley, and each step took her farther from safety and closer to where he wanted her. She tried to yank away again as he took her behind a large garbage container.
He pulled her closer, hand still over her mouth, his breath hot, fast, and sickening in her ear, as he forced her down on her stomach in the gravel and mud. She couldn’t manage to get her arm free to protect her face from the rocks ripping into the skin at her temple. She twisted to try to move his suffocating hand from her mouth, but it wouldn’t give. His heavy weight on her back forced her flat onto the ground.
He reached for her scrubs, pushing the elastic waistband lower, exposing her. Wildly, she twisted, trying to bring her legs back to strike him, to do any damage she could. He hit her again, slamming her head against the ground.
Anne fought to hold on to consciousness, focusing on the sound of his breath in her ear. It kept her conscious, but she began to gag.
Her scrubs tore under the man’s hand, and her terror multiplied. She ripped at the hand over her mouth again, forcing one of his fingers close enough so she could bite it. He howled before slamming her head into the concrete once again, this time finding a place with a puddle and holding her face in it.
Anne choked as she breathed in the dirty water. She tried to lift her face, but he jammed it down.
God, was she going to die in two inches of water? That was all it took.
His hand yanked down her scrubs, the cold rain hitting her back and buttocks before he covered her with his body again.
“I always catch what I hunt,” he said in a raspy voice full of triumph.
Utter loathing gave her a final burst of strength. She flung herself as hard as she could to the side, catching him off guard in the midst of his gloating. She brought her elbow up and drove it into his head, causing him to loosen his grip.
It gave her the moment she needed. A scream blasted out of her puddle-flooded lungs. She grabbed a small rock and began banging it against the metal trash container. The sound echoed through the night.
It was enough.
A shout from far off caused her attacker to jump away. One of his black combat boots flew at her midsection, the force of it slamming her backward before she felt anything. Then the pain exploded. She rolled to her side, not even able to cry out as he kicked her again in her femur.
Then he was gone. Anne struggled to pull air into her lungs, lying face-first on the ground.
She heard other noises around her, saw feet. Panic set in again. She had to get out of here. She tried to turn herself, so she could face the exit of the alley. But that small movement took every bit of strength she had.
Through the haze of pain, she realized the shoes were different. White tennis shoes. Not black boots. It didn’t matter because Anne couldn’t find the strength to move anyway, no matter who it was. She lay still, just trying to draw in enough air to survive. The shoes ran away.
A few moments later, the white shoes returned. She heard more yelling, but it seemed distant, like she was watching the whole scene from far away. The shoes’ owner bent down.
A big black man with a chef’s apron. Trey. From the Frontier. She knew him.
“Oh God, Dr. Griffin. Doc. It’s going to be okay. He’s gone now. No one’s going to hurt you. Hold on, help is coming.”
She’d never heard Trey talk so much.
She just lay there on her side with her cheek on the ground, looking at him. She should say something, but she couldn’t. She still couldn’t get air fully into her lungs—some distant part of her diagnosed it as a bruised or cracked rib. She couldn’t even muster the energy to cover herself. All she could do was shiver.
Trey took off his apron and laid it over Anne’s waist and hips. At first, she thought it was because he was trying to keep her warm, but then realized he was trying to cover where the attacker had ripped her scrubs. Shudders racked her body, and she struggled not to vomit.
Trey yelled to someone at the end of the alley, and soon there were more people around. Anne just closed her eyes. She was so cold now she couldn’t feel anything anyway.
“Call 911,” Trey said.
“We’re only two blocks from the hospital. We could carry her there in less time ourselves.” Another man. Frantic. Worried.
“I’m not sure about her injuries,” Trey said. “If we should move her.”
Someone else ran up. A woman. “Oh my God. What happened?” Wavy. “Is that Annie?”
“Wavy, you talk to her,” Trey said. “She knows you.”
“Is she conscious?”
“I think so. She was a minute ago.”
She couldn’t force herself to open her eyes. The men kept talking, one agreeing to run to the hospital to get help. Someone moved near her.
“Anne, sweetie, can you open your eyes?”
Wavy’s voice was so soft, concerned, Anne forced herself to do what the woman asked.
She found Wavy’s face a few inches from her own. The other woman’s cheek was also on the ground, lying on her side, mirroring Anne. Like two girls gossiping at a sleepover.
Anne closed her eyes again. She’d never had many sleepovers.
“Can you hear me?” Wavy asked. Her fingers gently touched Anne’s cheeks. “Can you open your eyes again?”
“Yes.” The word came out as a croak, but she did what Wavy asked.
Wavy smiled. “Good, sweetie. It’s cold out here. We need to get you to the hospital.”
A few moments later a dry blanket floated over both Anne and Wavy. The warmth felt wonderful, although she knew it wouldn’t take long for it to get wet in the rain.
She had to get up. She didn’t want Wavy to get hypothermia from being in this weather. Everything hurt so much.
Anne struggled through the pain and haze to find the physician part of herself, to evaluate herself objectively. She knew what Wavy was most worried about.
“He d-d-didn’t—” Anne couldn’t say the word. “Trey scared him off before...”
Wavy’s eyes closed briefly. “Thank God. But you’ve got other injuries, honey. You still need to go to the hospital.”
“He kicked me.” Anne tried to take a deep breath but gasped at the sharp pain. “I think one of my ribs might be fractured.”
More people surrounded them now, and the blanket was getting wetter.
“I want to go inside.” Her voice was tinny. Weak. She didn’t like it. She tried again to categorize her injuries but couldn’t think about it right now. Everything hurt so bad. “I want Zac.”
Wavy nodded. “I know you do, sweetie. He’ll be here soon.”
“I need everyone to clear this area,” a man shouted. “If you’re not Trey, Wavy, or a medical professional, you need to remove yourself right now.”
“I think I have to go,” she told Wavy, worriedly. Everything was spinning. Did she have a fever? The flu? No, of course not. She had a concussion. “The yelling man didn’t mention my name.”
Wavy’s brow furrowed and she reached a hand out toward Anne again. “That’s Sheriff Nelson. He’s here to help. And I think it’s okay for you to stay too. You are a medical professional.”
“That’s true. I’m so tired, Wavy. And my head hurts. Everything hurts. Will you stay with me, so I can take a nap?” She inched her fingers toward Wavy’s outstretched hand until they touched.
“Absolutely. I’ll be right here.”
Anne closed her eyes and let the blessed darkness take over.



       



CHAPTER 21
“What did you guys do, throw a firecracker in here or something?”
Zac and Aiden were sitting in the dark of their 20,000-square-foot training facility, holding flashlights for Louis Bellman, the same electrician Zac had called to fix Anne’s electrical problems after the flooding.
“Yeah, it looked like a mess to me, too,” Zac said. “That’s why we decided to call you.”
The training facility—by far the most valuable part of the property—was massive. It was used for all sorts of training and had its own electrical room. Louis had been studying the damage ever since he’d arrived a couple hours ago, when they’d found the power completely dead in the building.
They’d thought it might be a city issue, that the power was just out in their grid, until they’d gone into the electrical room. Some sort of complete meltdown had happened in one section.
“You guys have any sort of sabotage problems, pranks, anything like that lately?” Louis asked, looking through the wires that had melted together.
“No.” Zac looked over at Aiden who shrugged. “Why?”
“Because if I had to take a guess, I think someone did this on purpose. It might be some sort of faulty wiring causing a meltdown. But with a building this new, and as good as you take care of it, it’s not likely.”
Fuck. It was going to be a long night if they were talking sabotage.
“What would someone gain from blowing the power to our training facility?” Aiden asked. “I mean, it’s a pain in the ass, and probably a sizable expense, but we’ve got insurance.”
“Rival company, maybe?” Louis continued to study the melted wiring.
“It’s possible.” Zac shook his head. “But it’s not like we’re unfriendly with each other. No turf wars or crap like that.”
“We don’t even have anyone on the schedule for using the building this week, do we?” Aiden shifted to give Louis more light. “So, if someone was trying to sabotage us, they picked the least painful week to do it.”
“Maybe it really was a freak thing. It happens.” Louis turned to them. “I’ll have to rebuild part of this panel, but it should only take a day or two at most. Looks like all the damage was isolated here. Nothing else has been—”
Finn came running into the electrical room at a full sprint. Zac and Aiden both spun, ready for battle, looking for whatever enemy needed fighting.
“What?” Zac barked.
“It’s Anne.” Finn’s eyes were anguished. “Someone attacked her in town as she was walking to her car.”
Aiden cursed, Zac barely registering the sound.
“I’ve got this,” Louis said. “You guys go.”
Within seconds they were running for the parking lot. Zac wanted to drive but Aiden shook his head.
“I’ll drive.”
Zac wanted to argue that he could drive, to feel like he was in control of some fucking thing, but he didn’t. It would just waste time.
Annie.
He jumped in the passenger side of Aiden’s Jeep, and Finn climbed in the back. He felt slightly better when Aiden tore out of the driveway faster than even Zac would have taken it.
Zac took a deep breath and focused. “Tell me what you know.”
“Wavy called me,” Finn said. “Somebody jumped Anne as she was walking to her car from the hospital. It was parked at the Frontier. Bastard pulled her down into that alley by the nail salon.”
Zac’s knuckles grew white from the grip he had on the dashboard. Annie was alive, that was the most important thing. All the other questions he pushed out of his mind. She was alive.
“Trey went to take some trash out. He heard a scream and something banging on a dumpster and ran over there. Scared the guy off.”
Zac wiped a hand across his face as Aiden pushed the gas down harder. If someone hadn’t been taking out the damn trash...
Finn put a hand on his shoulder. “Wavy told me Anne said she wasn’t raped, man. That Trey scared the guy off in time.”
Zac held on to that. Wanted it to be true with every fiber of his being. He had to get to Annie and talk to her himself. “Okay.”
“But she’s hurt. Bastard kicked her and slammed her head against the ground or a wall. She’s unconscious and doesn’t look very good. Wavy’s damn near hysterical.”
Zac had known Finn’s sister all her life. It took a lot to make Waverly Bollinger lose it.
“Okay,” he said again.
“I’m just telling you this, so you can be prepared.”
“I know, Finn. Thank you.”
Finn didn’t want him rushing in there and letting all his fury loose in front of Annie. That was the last thing she needed. Zac would keep the rage flowing through him under control. For her. To be whatever Annie needed.
Even if she didn’t want to see him at all—which, given everything, was a distinct possibility. He’d just sit out in the waiting room.
“Is anybody with her?”
“Wavy’s still there. And Riley Wilde. Sheriff has already been on scene and in the hospital. They moved her directly into a room, she’s not in the ICU or anything. So that’s good.”
“I’ll get Dorian out there ASAP,” Aiden said quietly, not taking his eyes off the road. “The rain makes things tougher, but you know he’ll do his damnedest.”
Why hadn’t she parked in the hospital lot? Why would her car have been at the Frontier?
The ten minutes into town were the longest of Zac’s life. Aiden let them off at the front of the emergency room. Wavy met them at the entrance. She was still in her Frontier uniform, the side of her face dirty, her auburn hair completely out of its normal, neat ponytail. Finn pulled his sister in for a hug.
“How is she?” Zac asked, fighting every urge to blow by them and sprint to Annie’s room, the need to rush to her side itching through his skin.
Wavy walked to Zac and put both hands on his biceps, forcing him to focus on her. “She’s asleep right now. Medicated. That’s good. It will probably be a few hours before she even begins to stir.”
Zac nodded, focusing, calming himself.
“She wasn’t raped, Zac. She said that from the beginning, and the assault kit test confirmed that. It was definitely his intent, but he wasn’t able to do it.”
“Thank God.” He sagged, realizing he hadn’t believed it when he’d heard it the first time. He still needed to see her.
They began walking slowly toward the elevator.
“She wasn’t raped,” Wavy continued, “but it’s still pretty bad. He hit her and ground her face into the pavement. Kicked her in the abdomen and bruised two of her ribs pretty severely.”
Both he and Finn muttered vile expletives. Both knew what it was like to have broken and bruised ribs. The panicked feeling that you couldn’t get enough breath. The pain that nothing really seemed to ease.
The elevator door opened, and soon they were outside Annie’s door. Zac touched Wavy’s arm.
“Maybe I shouldn’t go in there. Maybe she doesn’t want to see any men right now.” God, the thought ripped him to shreds. But his wants weren’t important.
“No, come in. She wants you. When she was lying out there in that alley, she specifically asked for you. She’ll want you here.”
He closed his eyes, tamping down his fury and helplessness. “Then I’ll be here.”
“I’m going to find Sheriff Nelson,” Finn said, slipping his arm around Wavy again. “I definitely don’t need to be in there, and I can do more good helping him. I’ll keep you posted.”
Zac nodded, leaving them and slipping quietly into Annie’s hospital room. He gave a brief wave to Riley, who was sitting next to the bed, then allowed his gaze to fall on Annie.
Zac had seen things as a Green Beret—death, destruction, agony on both an individual and countrywide level. Sometimes he’d been sent in to stop it, to fight it, and set wrongs to rights. Sometimes—not as often, but the far more difficult times—he’d been forced to stand to the side as a country destroyed itself and its own people. To only step in if asked by a local or national government or given a specific order by his own.
He and the team knew the agony of watching others suffer, and not being able to do anything about it. They had seen things that even now, years later, woke them in a cold sweat.
But none of that even came close to the despondency Zac felt when he saw Annie’s still form lying in the hospital bed. He moved to her side, touching her arm near her elbow, which seemed to be one of the few places not injured.
The side of her face was scraped from where the asshole had ground her into the pavement. One eye was swollen, her cheek bruised—she’d been hit with a fist, at least once.
The area around her mouth was the slightest shade of blue, and bruising was already forming over her lower jaw. Zac’s own jaw tightened. Her attacker had covered it with his hand.
Her arms were covered with red marks that would turn to bruises soon. Some were generic from hitting a wall or the ground. But others were very specifically shaped like a man’s fingers. Her left bicep, her right wrist. Bandages now covered the palms of her hands, no doubt from abrasions there too.
“She’s going to be okay,” Riley told him softly from where she sat on the other side of Anne’s bed. “She’s strong.”
Zac nodded. He knew that was true, but hell if she looked strong lying there.
“She wasn’t raped. Thank God.”
His lips flattened. “Wavy told me. She still looks pretty bad.”
“He slammed her head against a hard surface, the ground or the wall or both, we’re not sure. Minor concussion, a big source of her pain. As well as her ribs.”
“Bastard kicked her.”
She nodded. “But she screamed, banged a rock against the dumpster, and caught Trey’s attention when he went out to empty some trash. Her attacker kicked her before running off.”
“Why is her mouth blue? Hypothermia?” It was May, warm enough that no one was wearing any jackets. But in the rain after the sun had set, Wyoming could be quite cold.
Riley’s eyes narrowed, lips pursing. “He held her face in a puddle. She almost drowned.”
A vein throbbed in his neck. The desire to go after the person who’d done this warred with the need to stay by her side, to protect her.
He could trust that Aiden and Dorian would be gathering whatever intel was available from the scene outside. That bastard had just attacked one of their own. They’d find anything the cops missed.
He eased into the chair on the other side of Annie.
“Was she awake when they got her here?”
“In and out.” Riley leaned back in her chair. She was still dressed in her scrubs. “I was getting off work when someone came running into the ER yelling for a doctor, saying that Trey had found someone hurt down the street. Ironically, we all looked for Anne first. She almost always works late.”
Zac nodded.
“Dude who came in wasn’t sure exactly what had happened. But once we found out it wasn’t a life or death situation—the victim was breathing, there hadn’t been a car accident or anything—a couple EMTs grabbed a gurney and headed out.” Riley ran a hand over her eyes. “If I had known it was Anne... Hell, if I had known it was any woman who had been attacked, I would’ve gone with them.”
“I know. Anne will too.”
Riley shrugged. “At least Wavy was with her. She and Trey were afraid Anne might have had a back or neck injury, so they very wisely got the EMTs. Thankfully, nothing with her spine was affected, and they brought her right in.”
Riley brought both hands up to her face. Obviously, Annie’s state when she arrived hadn’t been pretty. “It was the same guy who raped those other women, wasn’t it?”
Zac shrugged. “Maybe. Probably.” Aiden and Dorian would make sure he knew more soon.
He just continued staring at Annie. Running his fingers along her arm, over the bruises on her wrist and the back of her hand. He didn’t know if she could feel or process it in any way yet, but when she began to wake up, he wanted to know she was safe.
“Dr. Lewis was great,” Riley continued. “He immediately got Anne into one of the private rooms and expressly forbad anyone from entering except me and Susan, the head nurse. She’s older and has an excellent relationship with Anne. Nobody else was allowed in. You know how everyone gets around here with gossip.”
He couldn’t take his eyes off Annie’s face, the bruising, the blue that signaled how close she’d come to dying. “I know she would appreciate that. She has no idea how much people respect her around here. How much people care.”
“Zac.” The word came out a breathy whisper. Annie. He hopped out of his chair, moving closer to her face.
“I’m here, sweetheart. It’s okay.”
She didn’t say anything else.
“She’s done that a couple times. Wavy said she was asking for you in the alley as well, before she lost consciousness.”
He eased into his chair again. “When will she wake up?”
“They’ve already started easing back the barbiturates, so it won’t be very long.”
He would be right here when she did.



       



CHAPTER 22
A nne came back to consciousness slowly, for a few seconds at a time. She couldn’t remember exactly what had happened, her mind couldn’t focus on anything that specific, but she knew it was bad. She became aware of pain, terrible and throbbing through her whole body, and wanted immediately to go back to the darkness. To stay there forever.
But then she heard Zac’s voice, could feel his fingers trailing a pattern on her arm.
She tried to say his name—maybe even succeeded—but fell into the darkness again. It was warm. Safe. Like a huge, cozy blanket that kept her wrapped inside and everything else at a distance. When she held on to it, she couldn’t feel the pain and didn’t have to remember.
But she couldn’t stay in the dark forever.
She rested, gathered her strength, and listened. She let the friendly, even voices of people who wouldn’t hurt her wash over her.
Eventually, she couldn’t deny that it was time to unwrap herself from her blanket.
The pain came. In her ribs. Her face. Her hands. But she didn’t try to hide from it this time. The memories clawed at her mind too, but she kept those pushed back. One thing at a time. Right now, the physical pain was all she could handle.
“Ouch.”
She wasn’t aware she’d said the word out loud until the friendly voices moved closer, talking to her. Asking questions.
She opened her eyes.
The hospital. The familiar sights and smells swirled around her. And with all the pain in her body, being in one made sense.
Zac’s blue eyes, and Riley’s brown, hovered nearby, both faces lit with concern.
“Hey, sweetheart,” Zac crooned. She liked his voice.
She tried to sit up toward him but sucked a breath through her teeth as her whole body lit up in agony. She closed her eyes again.
“Don’t try to move.” The voice this time was Riley’s. “You have a bruised rib.”
Anne nodded her head, which also hurt a little, but it wasn’t agonizing like her midsection. “Okay.”
“Dr. Lewis will be here in a minute to adjust your medication.”
“Am I in the emergency ward?” She couldn’t hear all the sounds that usually went along with her normal workplace.
“No, you were admitted and taken upstairs to a regular room. You’re definitely going to need to stay a couple days, Anne.”
“Okay,” she whispered.
The memories were pressing in closer, demanding her attention. Why was she hurt? An accident? She didn’t want to think about them. She wasn’t ready to let them in. Instead, she went back into the darkness.
The next time it eased back, it was like a rubber band had snapped, thrusting her out into the light, pain, and cold with no way of going back.
And all the memories came with it, whether she was ready for them or not.
Sobbing, she tried to find her way back into the darkness. Her eyes were closed, and she couldn’t see anything, but the peaceful darkness that had blanketed her was gone.
She heard an unfamiliar voice and flinched. She felt warm air near her and remembered the hot, bitter breath of the man who’d attacked her.
She remembered all of it.
Her eyes flew open. Her body jerked.
It wasn’t her attacker near her, it was Zac and Riley. The unfamiliar voice belonged to a doctor she’d seen around the hospital multiple times. But it couldn’t stop her panic.
Her arm flew out in front of her even as the pain made her gasp. “No. No. I— I—”
“Anne, it’s okay,” Riley said. “You’re safe now. Nobody’s going to hurt you.”
The unknown doctor stepped back. Zac did too. She wanted to reach for him, wanted him closer, but she couldn’t get the words out. She just focused on breathing.
“Someone attacked me in the alley,” she finally got out.
Riley nodded. “That’s right. But you fought him off.”
Anne let all the memories flood through her. Terror when she’d first been grabbed and had realized his intent. Recognition that it was the same man who had raped Kimmy and Veronica. Pain when he’d hit her and slammed her against the pavement.
Oh God, the cold and rain on her back as he ripped her scrubs and pulled them away from her, pushing her stomach into the ground, the knowledge she wasn’t going to be able to stop him.
“Annie.” It was Riley, right up in her face. “Look at me, Annie. You fought him off. You bought yourself enough time to get help. You screamed and banged on the dumpster.”
She looked at Riley, then closed her eyes again, trying to get her breathing under control, trying to work past the most terrifying parts of what had happened to the rest.
He hadn’t raped her.
“He didn’t— He didn’t—”
Riley smiled. “That’s right. He didn’t. Focus on that part.”
She breathed as deeply as her agonized ribs would allow as she forced her mind to remember the rest. “Trey a-and Wavy.”
“I’ll come back later,” the doctor said. Riley nodded at him.
“I’ll go too.” Zac’s blue eyes were agonized as he kept his distance from the bed.
“No, please stay,” she whispered. She stretched her fingers toward him. It seemed all she was capable of.
But it was enough. “Sure.” He sat down next to her, his fingers on her arm again, tracing circles. “But Annie, I understand if you want me to leave, okay? I won’t be offended.”
She nodded and closed her eyes. She was safe. No one could hurt her here.
Over the next few hours multiple doctors stopped by, a few, like Dr. Lewis, in an official capacity, and others to extend their well wishes. Although Anne appreciated the gesture, it taught her a lot about how overwhelming a hospital visit could be to a patient. So many faces, even well-intentioned ones, could be difficult.
At some point Zac’s hand had stopped tracing circles on her arm, and his fingers had linked with hers, taking tender care not to hurt the wounds on her palms.
He stayed that way for hours as she answered questions, and nurses poked and prodded her. He stayed next to her holding her hand when Sheriff Nelson came by to ask a few questions of his own.
His face grew stony as she told the sheriff what had happened, including as many details as she remembered.
“He was wearing a mask, so I didn’t see his face. The only thing he said was, ‘I always catch what I hunt.’” She would hear those words in her nightmares for years to come. She gripped Zac’s hand harder. “It was the same guy, wasn’t it?”
The sheriff nodded solemnly. “We’re still determining that, but yes, we need to take it into consideration. I’m so sorry, Anne.”
“It wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been. He didn’t rape me. And honestly, I thought I was going to drown in two inches of water.”
Sheriff Nelson glanced at Zac before returning his eyes to her. “That’s something we’re looking at closely. If it is the same guy, is he escalating or was he just not aware of how close you came to dying?”
Zac’s fingers tightened on hers.
The sheriff excused himself, promising they would talk later. “Okay,” she whispered.
After that, the visitors ceased, and things quieted down. As in all hospitals, the nurses would be in and out all night, but no more doctors would check on her until the morning. She ought to send both Zac and Riley home. They had to be exhausted.
She was safe here at the hospital. She was surrounded by people, lights, and security.
But fear closed around her throat at the thought of being alone.
She hid it as best she could. She’d taken care of herself for a long time now. She could handle this too. “You guys should go home and get some rest.” She gave them her best smile, although the state of swelling on her face made it awkward. “These pain meds are going to kick in soon, and I’ll be completely out.”
She gripped the sheet, fighting the urge to ask them to stay. It was unreasonable to want them to. Unfair to ask. She’d just have to suck it up.
She attempted a better smile this time.
“I’m staying,” Zac said, looking at her, studying her with those piercing blue eyes.
“You don’t have to. You’ve already been here last night and then all day today. I know you have—”
He leaned closer, so his face was only a few inches from hers. “I’m staying.”
Then his eyes turned tentative, as if he wasn’t sure he should be this close to her.
“Kiss me,” she whispered.
His lips were the gentlest of butterfly wings on hers. Soft. Warm. Comforting. Safe.
Yesterday she would’ve said his kisses made her feel anything but safe. But not this one.
This one made her feel cherished.
“Thank you,” she whispered. He winked at her and she could feel herself blush.
“Okay, kiddo,” Riley stood. “I’ll let Zac stay and come back tomorrow to relieve him or just hang out with you two.” She kissed Anne’s cheek. “You’re so strong. Don’t forget that.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Anne whispered and watched her friend leave. The medicine from the IV was beginning to pull her under again, taking away all the pain, making her sleepy.
Zac pulled his chair a little closer to her bed. “I’ll be here all night. You don’t have to worry about anyone coming up on you unaware.”
Her eyes flew open. “How did you know?”
“You spend enough time in combat duty and you learn the importance of having someone you can trust watching your back while you sleep. Makes all the difference.”
She wanted to stay awake, to talk to him more about his time in the Army, but heaviness pulled at her eyes again.
“Sleep, sweetheart. We’ve got all the time in the world to talk later.”
As she fell back asleep, she realized his hand was still linked with hers.



       



CHAPTER 23
T  hirty-six hours after arriving in the hospital, Zac was helping Annie check out. They’d wanted her to stay another night, but she’d insisted she knew enough about herself and her injuries to know that wasn’t necessary.
Not to mention, she hadn’t been able to get a minute’s rest because of all the visitors. Her hospital room had resembled some sort of mix between a circus and tropical rainforest with all the balloons and flowers she’d received.
But Zac could tell she liked it, even though it made her uncomfortable. She was so used to being invisible that the focus on her still caught her off guard. If it weren’t for her being a doctor, she wouldn’t have known how to handle attention at all.
She argued with the hospital staff that she didn’t need to be wheeled out. Only when Nurse Lusher arrived, complete with arms crossed over her chest and eyebrow raised, did Annie get into it.
He lifted her gently into his truck, wincing as she did at the pain in her midsection. “Rib injuries are a bitch.”
“Have you had them before?” she asked.
“Yes.” There was no way he was telling her this story. “On a top-secret military mission.” Or because he’d been a young idiot fooling around with Finn.
“Oh. I guess you’d have to kill me if you told me.”
Or just be humiliated. “Something like that.” He closed the door and jogged to his side.
“Thank you for being my chauffeur. Do you think we could go by the grocery store? I need to stock up on a few easy-to-fix items. I’m not sure how mobile I’ll be.”
If she thought she was going home and taking care of herself alone, she was nuts. Not only was he not going to leave her alone and in pain, but until he had a chance to talk to Sheriff Nelson and find out more about this rapist, it just wasn’t happening. There was no chance he was going to leave Annie unprotected. But he had to convince her. Be reasonable. Logical. Use Annie-speak.
“Look, I’m not sure you staying alone is the best idea.”
She shrugged gingerly. “Except for the ribs and getting to a standing position and back down, I probably look much worse than I feel. There’s no medical reason I can’t stay by myself.”
“Annie—”
“I was thinking about it this afternoon. Coming up with a plan. I have an armband I use when I go jogging to hold my phone. I’ll just wear that all the time. That way, if something happens and I need help, I’ll have my phone in easy reach.”
“Woman, you are nothing if not practical.”
She tilted her head to the side. “Of course.” Her tone left no doubt of her certainty in the statement.
He started the truck. “Okay, so no medical reason. What about emotionally?”
Bleakness passed through her eyes before she turned away. “I have to be alone sometime.”
“And you will, but it doesn’t have to be today. You’ll be ready soon enough. But for right now, it’s perfectly fine to want to be around people.”
She nodded but didn’t look up. “I guess you’re right. I could get a room at The Mayor’s Inn. There’s always people around there.”
They both flinched at mention of the hotel. “Why don’t you come stay with me?” he asked softly.
She let out a sigh. “That’s probably not a good idea, Zac. I know we’ve been...hanging out a lot for the past week—”
He could feel his eyebrow finding a new spot in his hairline. Hanging out? “I’m assuming you’re referring to all the mind-blowing sex, not to mention a lot of great conversation, and just general fun being together.”
She continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “But we’ve both worked a lot of hours during that time, and I’m not sure you’re ready for me to be in your home on a full-time basis.”
He took a breath. Be reasonable. Use Annie-speak. “I’m not talking about you moving in permanently.” Although, honestly, the idea scared him much less than it probably should. “Just about you staying with me for a couple days until you’re healed. Or if not with me, with Riley or Wavy, although until we figure out more about who did this, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“You think he might come back?” Her voice was tight.
He smothered a curse. He wasn’t trying to scare her. “Not necessarily. I’m just not willing to take any chances with your safety. At least at my place, you’re on Linear property, and the guys and I are around all the time. More of a home-field advantage.”
She stared at him for a long minute before giving a small nod. “I’ll need some clothes.”
“Okay, let’s go by your house.”
They made the drive in relative silence. The farther they got from the hospital, the more pinched her features became. She hadn’t wanted to stay longer, but neither was she ready for regular life. It would all take time. The shadows would creep up on her without warning.
Zac couldn’t prevent that. She had an awareness now of her own frailty that she hadn’t before. An awareness of what could be done to her without her consent, despite her desperate fight not to let it happen.
As a doctor she’d known these things, of course. She’d seen it when she’d treated Kimmy and Veronica. But even then, she’d witnessed the brutality from a distance.
Now every ache and pain would remind her of her inability to control a situation in which her own safety had been involved. He’d known that sort of helplessness during the twenty-six and a half hours he’d spent in a Taliban prison before his men had gotten him out.
It was scary as shit to have no control over what happened to you, and he planned to help her through it in whatever way he could.
They pulled up to her house. Riley had grabbed a pair of scrubs from Annie’s office for her to wear home, but she needed other stuff. Zac pointed to the couch once she told him where he could find her suitcase, but she refused to sit.
“I’ll pack for myself.” She set her lips in a mutinous line.
“How exactly are you going to do that? You can’t bend because of your ribs and your hands are bandaged.”
He shook his head as she followed him into her bedroom, wisely keeping his smile to himself as she turned an adorable shade of pink when he picked items out of her underwear drawer. When he grabbed the matching red set from last week, she actually growled from the doorway.
“What?” No, he couldn’t keep his smile to himself.
“Move it along, Mackay.”
He reached into her other drawers, grabbing more of her favorite scrubs as well as some pants and shirts.
“That’s way more than I’ll need for a couple days.”
Zac just shrugged. There was no way he was letting her come back in a day or two. “We’ll pack it all, and if you feel up to coming home tomorrow or the next day, we’ll bring it back. No problem.”
Maybe she would feel up to it tomorrow, not that he wouldn’t try to talk her out of it. Maybe she’d feel like the worst was past, and she was ready to face everything on her own. But looking at her now—exhaustion and pain pulling at her more and more—he doubted it.
He got her to his place and made soup and some grilled cheese sandwiches. Zac was actually a very good cook, but the culinary arts were going to be lost on someone with a bruised jaw like Annie. Soft foods would be key for a day or two. And there was something to be said for a grilled cheese.
He set out her medicine, but she didn’t want to take it. “It’s going to make me sleepy.”
“Why wouldn’t you want to sleep? Won’t that help your body heal?”
“Yeah, but I don’t like just lying around.” The sullen pout in her voice made him want to kiss her. “I’ll help with the dishes.”
He rolled his eyes at her. “How about we watch a movie? I’ll even be a gentleman and let you decide which one. But first, I’ve got a surprise for you. Go sit on the couch.”
“I don’t like surprises.” God, he loved her skeptical, pouty little voice, so different than how she normally spoke.
“You’ll like this one.”
She glared at him. “What is it?”
He shook his head. “Couch. Now.”
He left the dishes in the sink. If he sat with her, she would relax. Otherwise she’d try to be up helping him with whatever he was working on. She grumbled but shuffled into the living room. He rushed back to the laundry room, easing the door open and grabbing the big surprise. “Just for a couple minutes, okay?” She didn’t protest, so he hurried back out, shutting the door behind him.
Her face settled into a grumpy, guarded mask as she sat on the couch. Pain bracketed the corner of her mouth, but hopefully the meds she’d finally agreed to take would ease that soon.
He kept the surprise behind his back.
“What is it?” She eyed him suspiciously.
As he brought it out her face lit up.
“Oh my gosh, Duchess had her puppies? She’s so beautiful, so tiny,” she said of the puppy he held in his hands. “Can I hold her?”
“It’s a he, but yes.” He placed the small, sleeping bundle of fur in her lap. “But only for a few minutes. Duchess will get worried. She had a litter of three.”
“When were they born? The last time I saw her she looked ready to burst.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You mean the morning you snuck out on me? They were born that afternoon. She and the pups are here now, but Finn and Ethan have had them at their house.”
She rubbed her cheek against the pup. “What’s his name?”
“I thought maybe you could name him. He’s going to be mine once he’s old enough. So, you’re going to be around him a lot too.”
“Is that so?”
He wasn’t sure if she meant him trusting her to name the pup or having her around a lot. The answer to both was the same, so it didn’t matter. “That’s so.”
“What if I want to call him Cuddles or something?” She snuggled him into her arms.
He winced. “Well, maybe he won’t get bullied too bad.”
She smiled. “There’s really only one acceptable name for this little guy, particularly since his mama’s antics with you are what got him here.”
“Oh yeah, what’s that?”
“Harley.”
He reached over and kissed her smiling face. “You’re right. That’s perfect. Harley it is.”
A few minutes later, he returned Harley to his mom. He turned on the action movie she’d picked out, sat down on one end of the couch, and grabbed a pillow. Annie eased herself down next to him, then slowly lowered her head until it was in his lap. Zac relaxed for what felt like the first time since he’d found out about her attack. She was here with him. Safe. Maybe not perfectly whole, but not shattered.
Whatever pieces needed to be rebuilt, they would do it together.



       



CHAPTER 24
His buzzing phone on the end table woke Zac up. Annie’s head was still in his lap. She’d fallen asleep before he had, and the movie was half over. He looked at the text from Aiden.
Got time to talk? Sheriff is here.
He tucked a stray strand of hair off Annie’s face and shook her shoulder gently. She was out cold.
Let me get Anne moved to the bed then you guys come over here.
He wasn’t leaving her alone. He doubted she would wake up until morning, she was a sound sleeper even without her meds, but he wasn’t taking any chances. She stirred a little, face pinched, as he eased her off his lap, then reached back down to pick her up and carry her to bed, leaving her in her beloved scrubs. He turned on the bathroom light and left the door cracked.
Sheriff Nelson was sitting at his kitchen table, looking over some notes, face drawn. Finn and Aiden were grabbing beers from his fridge, Dorian—God bless that man—was loading the leftover dinner dishes into the dishwasher.
“How’s the doc holding up?” Finn asked, sliding a beer across the table toward him.
“Sleeping now, meds knocked her out. I convinced her to stay here until she’s feeling ready to deal with everything.”
Aiden sat down across from the sheriff. “She’ll be ready physically before she is emotionally.”
The other guys nodded. Sometimes it took the mind a lot longer to heal from wounds than the body. Dorian was a prime example of that.
Zac grabbed his beer and leaned against the counter. “She can stay here as long as she wants. What did you guys find out?”
Sheriff Nelson leaned back in his seat, rubbing his hands across his face. “We definitely think it was the same guy.”
Zac took a sip of his beer. The news didn’t surprise him. “Why?”
“While Dorian was combing the scene, trying to find anything he could, I decided to look in to why Anne was walking in the first place,” Aiden said. “Why hadn’t she parked in the hospital lot? Turns out her car was parked at the Frontier. She’d gone in to grab some breakfast on her way to work.”
“Yeah, that’s not unusual for her.”
“I tried her car, Zac. It wouldn’t start. When I cracked the hood, I saw the problem immediately: some spark plug leads had been disconnected.”
“Shit.” Maybe that would’ve been understandable if he hadn’t just had her car completely serviced.
“Baby wouldn’t have missed that,” Finn said about his brother. “Not under any circumstances, but especially when you asked him to check out her car for the express purpose of her safety. Spark plugs would’ve been one of the first things Baby looked for.”
“So, like the other women, the rapist was targeting Annie specifically.” Zac put his beer down and looked at Dorian. “Did you see anything? The guy’s calling card?”
“No.” Dorian turned from the sink. “When Anne left the hospital, she would’ve had two routes to get to her car. So, he would’ve had to watch her from somewhere to see which she took. I expected to find some sign of him in the southwest corner of the parking lot, since it doesn’t get much light. But there were none of his little stacks of rocks anywhere.”
“Do you think he deliberately didn’t leave one this time?”
Dorian folded the towel in a perfect half and hung it on the rack. “I’m no criminal profiler, but I think he wants credit for each attack. That’s why he leaves them in the first place.”
“So, not bored while watching for his victim to arrive like we first thought?”
Dorian shrugged. “Maybe it started that way, but now he likes being able to brag.”
“Rubbing it in law enforcement’s face?” the sheriff asked.
“Yes. I think he probably wants to announce it to everyone but can’t, so he likes that law enforcement knows at least.” Dorian looked at Zac, then inclined his head toward the kitchen doorway. A few seconds later Annie walked through.
Zac had long since stopped being in awe of Dorian’s almost supernaturally developed senses, but damn, he was spooky sometimes. Zac hadn’t heard Annie at all.
He walked over and put an arm around her. “Hey, sweetheart. I thought your meds would keep you out for the whole night.”
She stared down at her bare feet. “I didn’t take them. It was ibuprofen instead. I was hoping that would be enough.”
And now she was paying for it. Zac shook his head. “You’re a much better doctor than patient, you know that? I’m going to have to watch you closer.”
Finn grinned at her. “You’re as bad as Ethan not wanting to take his vitamins.”
“I’ll take the meds now.” She smiled up at Zac, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She’d been afraid upstairs. He hadn’t been there to help her.
He trailed a finger down her cheek. “Let’s get what you need, then I’ll come get in bed with you, okay?”
“I feel like a ninny.”
“You would be the first person to say that taking prescribed medications does not make a person a ninny. Neither does wanting to have someone nearby.” He kissed her forehead. “Now, using the word ninny might make you one.”
She gave the tiniest breath of a laugh, then went to the counter that had her medicine and got out a pill. Annie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Are there any updates?” she asked the sheriff.
The older man looked over at Zac, who just held out his hand toward Annie. “Don’t look at me for permission. She can handle it.” Annie wasn’t someone who needed protected from reality. She would function best knowing all the details.
The sheriff cleared his throat and turned back to her. “Sorry, Anne. I just don’t want to upset you.”
“I’m okay. I would rather know.”
Dorian handed Zac a glass of water, and he walked back to her, keeping one eyebrow raised as he watched her take her medicine for real this time. She gave him a sheepish smile.
“Trey didn’t see anything when he got to the alley,” Sheriff Nelson said. “With two ways in and out, it was a smart choice for the perp. Well thought out.”
She took another gulp of her water and nodded, her grip tight on the glass.
“Anne,” Dorian asked, “can you tell me why you chose to walk through town?”
“My c-car was broken. It wouldn’t start that morning, so I left it at the Frontier.”
Zac reached up and took the shaking glass from her. “We don’t have to talk about this right now. It can wait. I know you can handle it, but you don’t have to this minute.”
Everyone in the room vocalized their agreement.
“No. I’m okay. It’s just...” She shrugged, fading off.
“It feels really close right now,” Zac finished for her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and pulling her gently against him, mindful of her wounds. “Every single person in this room understands that sentiment.”
“I feel his breath on my ear. The heat of it,” she whispered. “That’s what woke me up.”
God, he wanted nothing more than to wrap her in his arms and never let anything or anyone ever hurt her again. “Let’s go to bed. I’ll be right there beside you.”
“Yeah, Annie,” Finn said. “We’ll even take turns down here on the couch if it will make you feel better. Nothing will get to you.”
She hid her face against Zac’s chest and took in a breath before looking up at him. There were tears in her eyes. She turned to the guys. “Thank you, Finn. I know that I am more than amply safe here. But it means the world that you would make the offer.”
Finn winked at her. “Are you kidding? Purely selfish reasons on my part. Ethan’s staying with Aunt Wavy, and have you slept on Zac’s couch? It’s like the most comfortable place on the planet.”
She leaned on Zac’s chest, and his hand automatically wrapped around her hips, keeping her against him. “I have, in fact, and can’t say I blame you for that feeling.”
“Let’s go up to my room, and I’ll show you how comfortable my bed can be.”
Finn rolled his eyes and stood. “That’s my cue to leave before I say something that causes Mackay to punch me, and the sheriff to arrest him.”
“Wouldn’t arrest him,” the sheriff muttered.
Aiden just snickered.
“You didn’t finish, Dorian,” Annie said, stopping the banter. “It’s okay to ask it.”
“I think Dorian asked his question, sweetheart.”
Dorian shook his head. “No, she’s right. I actually did have another ultimate question. Why did you choose to walk through town rather than cut through the park?”
He felt her tense against him. “I noticed the lights in the park were out. Situational awareness. I thought I was being smart, doing what we talked about, keeping myself safe. But it didn’t make any difference.”
He met Dorian’s eyes over Anne’s head. It had been a setup from the beginning, the perp getting Anne to go exactly where he’d, wanted her to.
“That actually tells me why I didn’t find his calling card in front of the hospital. We were looking in the wrong place,” Dorian said. He grabbed his jacket off the chair. “I’ll be back.”
“We’ll come too,” Aiden said. “You’ll need as many eyes as you can get.”
They were all gone a few moments later.
“I don’t understand.” She turned in his arms. “Where are they going?”
“The rapist always leaves a little pyramid he makes out of rocks or whatever is around while he waits for the woman he’s hunting. A calling card of sorts. We found one near both Kimmy and Veronica’s crime scenes.”
“But you didn’t at mine?”
“Dorian wasn’t looking in the right place. He thought the rapist would have to watch you leave the hospital and see if you chose the park or the town.”
“But he’d already taken the park out of the equation, so he knew which way I would go.”
Zac nodded. “He waited for you, but not where we thought.”
And it meant this guy had been planning his attack much longer than they’d assumed. Zac tucked her against him again. He didn’t like how any of this was playing out.
“Let’s go to bed. This time I’m not letting you out of my sight.”



       



CHAPTER 25
T  hree days later, Anne could finally take a deep breath without wincing. The abrasions on her palms had healed enough that she could open her own medication to take when she needed it, which wasn’t as often. She looked in the mirror now. Her contusions were turning from a deep, fresh purple into a sickly brown. They were healing.
But God, they were ugly.
She’d never be able to look at minor bruising so clinically again. Pain was more than just physical, it also took an emotional toll.
And it seemed like no matter how lucky she told herself she was—especially compared to what Kimmy and Veronica and perhaps multiple other women had been through—she couldn’t seem to put it behind her.
It wasn’t the memory of the pain of her face crashing again cement, or even the fear of drowning in two inches of water that woke her in a cold sweat late at night. It was of the attacker’s hot breath on her cheek, his voice in her ear that haunted her.
It would wrap around her so insidiously, so unexpectedly. In the steam of the shower, or when she opened the dryer door. The heat sent panic bubbling up from her gut to choke her.
I always catch what I hunt.
She heard that voice everywhere. She tried to block it out, to pretend like nothing was wrong, but it was always there inside her mind. It was so damn frustrating. She’d suffered so little compared to the other women, but she couldn’t seem to get over it.
She tried to push it from her mind now as she dried her hands on the towel next to the sink, then joined Zac in the kitchen. Today she’d managed a home-cooked dinner without thinking of that voice once. Until now.
Being at Linear helped. Being around the guys did too. Linear was so much more than a shooting and fighting free-for-all, as she’d once described it. And the guys had just accepted her presence without question.
Finn had winced in sympathy as she’d cradled her ribs after turning too suddenly as she stood in their office yesterday. They’d all been sympathetic.
Aiden and Dorian had taken great delight in telling her about the top-secret event that had led to both Zac’s and Finn’s rib injuries. Yes, they’d been repelling down a wall, but they’d been racing each other.
Aiden described some kamikaze flying leap Zac had taken to try to pass Finn. Their ropes had tangled, and they’d fallen on each other.
All four men were laughing by the time the story was finished, Finn and Zac both swearing it was the other man’s fault. Aiden and Dorian had congratulated themselves on having the good sense not to get involved.
These men were brothers, she realized. In every way but blood. It didn’t have to be said. It was just accepted.
Anne also enjoyed watching them work. They had groups who came in for different types of training. Most were self-defense lessons or firearm safety. They also did a concealed-carry certification class that would allow graduates to apply for their permit.
Three older men came in to work on their target skills one morning. And a kid had a paintball birthday party during an afternoon.
Anne had been fascinated to watch it all. Like the ER, day-to-day action at Linear Tactical was never the same, rarely routine. A lot of it was training, helping people know how to properly use weapons or protect themselves. And most of that was done outside, in the barn, or in the warehouse at the back of the property.
But beyond that, they’d also had a meeting with a couple important-looking people in suits one afternoon in the office’s conference room. She hadn’t been invited to that one.
When she’d brought it up to Zac that night, he’d just told her that he and the guys sometimes did consulting work with organizations who had employees working in dangerous situations outside the US. K and R consulting, Zac had called it.
“What’s K and R?” she’d asked as they’d sat down to dinner.
“Kidnap and ransom. We offer advice on different situations, both domestic and international.” He’d shrugged. “Sometimes outside, unattached people like us can see things people closer to the situation can’t.”
“Are you ever part of the rescue teams?”
“Not often, but sometimes.”
Evidently the guys hadn’t left danger completely behind with their special ops missions.
After lunch, she’d watched as Zac and Aiden had taught a self-defense course to four women: a pair of mothers and their teenage daughters. At first, she’d been up on the swing, but soon the moves the guys were teaching had interested her. She’d walked over so she could watch more closely.
What to do if someone grabbed their wrist. Or from behind. Had them on the ground.
This was the sort of stuff she could’ve used. Zac had mentioned self-defense when they’d looked over Veronica’s crime scene, but neither had acted on it. Her eyes met his from across the mat they’d put out on the grass to teach, and he gave her a nod, obviously thinking the same thing she was.
She wanted to know how to protect herself. There was no one better than Zac and the guys to teach her. She’d watched, trying to memorize as many of the movements as she could even if she couldn’t physically do them right now.
But she needed more than just self-defense moves. She needed her life back. The best way to do that was to get on the horse again. Right now.
She glanced over at Zac, who was obviously enjoying the baked ziti she’d made.
Maybe not a horse, but definitely a ride.
She knew he wanted her; that much had been very obvious when she’d woken up with him pressed against her the past three mornings. He hadn’t acted on it, neither then nor any other time, although she wished he had. She wasn’t afraid of Zac. He would never hurt her. Her brain had no trouble distinguishing between him and her attacker. But Zac had always initiated the lovemaking in their relationship, which was more than fine with her. She liked to feel desired, to watch him pursue her, then lose a little of that infamous Cyclone control once they got close.
Now he was giving her space, which she appreciated. He didn’t want to do anything to scare her.
“I’ve been holding out on you,” he said after taking his last bite of the ziti and groaning. “But after that meal, I realize it’s completely unfair of me to do that.”
“Oh yeah, what about?”
“The best feature of my house.”
She gave him a once-over, eyebrow raised. “I thought I was already intimately familiar with that.”
“Yeah. Nope.” He shook his head, grinning. “You’re probably going to be pretty mad about this.” He led her back through his bedroom to the bathroom. She’d already seen this, of course, but he pulled up the blinds on the back window, then slid it all the way open.
“Something wrong with your door?” she asked.
“No doors leading to this. I keep meaning to change this out to one but haven’t gotten around to it yet.” He took her hand and helped her through the window. A couple days ago she wouldn’t have been able to make it through with her sore ribs.
It led to a secret back screened-in porch. Complete with a small hot tub.
It wasn’t as big as a regular tub. It was really just meant for one person, like an oversized bathtub.
“It’s connected to the water flowing to the house, so I can fill it up with fresh water and no chlorine is necessary, but it has heaters and jets, so you can stay in as long as you want. Reinforcing the barn to be able to hold it was a huge pain in the ass when I built this place four years ago, but I love it.”
She stared at the tub, then at him. “This is amazing.”
“Enjoy. You’re the only one besides me to ever use it.” He gave her a half smile. “Actually, that’s not true.”
Yeah, she couldn’t imagine Mia not pouncing on this. “Let me guess, Mia?”
She had to laugh at his scrunched-up face. “No, I never brought Mia here. No women at all, except you.” He grabbed a piece of her hair and slid it through his fingers. “Ethan used to love to play in it all the time when he was younger. When Finn first got custody of him, that little guy wasn’t in great shape. But he loved the water. Even though it was the middle of winter, he would play in that tub for hours.”
“Well, I would love to play in your tub too.” She took a step closer, gathering her courage, wanting to ask if they could both fit.
But before she could get the words out, he gave her a friendly smile, scooped an arm around her shoulder, and led her back into the bathroom. “Here’s a towel. I’ll go clean up the dishes. You enjoy the tub for as long as your heart desires. Keep the door cracked so I can hear if you need me.”
He was gone without another word.
Anne took her time removing her clothes, using the bathroom, pinning up her hair as best she could. She looked over her face and ribs once again in the mirror. Decidedly not sexy.
But she wasn’t going to wait any longer. She could do this. She wasn’t going to let her would-be rapist retain any more power over her.
Wrapping herself in a towel, she called out for Zac. He was in the bathroom just a few seconds later.
“Hey,” she said.
“Everything okay?” He had a dishtowel over his shoulder. “Problem with the tub?”
“Um. Well, I was wondering if you thought it could hold both of us?”
He took the towel off his shoulder and began folding it in perfect squares. “I do, in fact, think we both could fit.” His eyes caught and held hers.
She didn’t know if she was ready. She didn’t know if she would freak out if Zac touched her in a sexual manner, and she didn’t want to ruin what was between them, but she so very much wanted to move forward.
She could do this. Just start it, then Zac would take over. All she had to do was drop the towel.
She looked down, shifting her weight, then looked back up at him, her fingers evidently incapable of loosening their grip on the cloth. “I had a big seduction planned. Call you back, get naked, invite you into the bath for hot and heavy sex. But I can’t seem to let go of the towel.”
He took a step closer and hooked his hand where she held the cloth. “Although every single one of those elements sound like the makings of a great plan, you know there’s no hurry.”
“I know, but...” She had no idea how to explain this.
“It just sounds a little bit less like you want sex and more as if you want to prove to yourself that you’re capable of muscling through it.”
She sighed. “Maybe a little. But I do want to have sex with you. Despite the massive bruising, which has to be a turn off.”
He pulled her a little closer with his hold on the towel. “Those just prove you were strong enough to fight. To survive.”
Her head tilted forward until it rested against his chin. “I don’t feel strong. I feel like I might never be again.”
“You are, and you’ll get stronger every day. And you’ll take it one day at a time. One minute at a time if you have to.”
His hands eased their way up to her shoulders and just held her, turning his head slightly so her forehead was against his cheek. They stood that way for long minutes.
“I want to have sex with you,” she whispered. “I don’t want to let him win.”
He put his hands on her cheeks, easing her gaze up to his. “And we will. And you won’t let him. But right now, we’ll just get in the tub. Okay?”
She nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”
“We’ve got all the time in the world.”



       



CHAPTER 26
Holding Annie’s naked form against him in the tub was more than Zac thought he would ever get again, and definitely much more than he deserved.
“I don’t know how you ever get out of this.” She sighed, her back resting up against his chest, her long legs tangling with his. The heater and jets were both on, and they were up to their shoulders in lovely warm water—and in the strawberry bubble bath she’d dumped in generously, courtesy of Ethan’s last tub visit.
“Yeah, I don’t get in here as often as I should. I would’ve shown it to you last week, but I was really enjoying showing you the second-best part of my house.”
“I love tubs. Always have.”
“Actually, I remember that. Or how Becky never understood it.” He laughed at the memory. “She always said baths were just lying around in your own germs and dirt.”
“She wasn’t wrong, you know. Showers are much more sanitary.” He swallowed a groan as she snuggled down further into the water, her hips wiggling against him as she did. “But not nearly as luxurious.”
This—Annie in his arms, driving him crazy—was exactly how he’d envisioned using this little hot tub when he’d gone through all the trouble of hooking the water to the house and reinforcing the deck to hold the weight. Maybe not Annie herself, but... actually, hell yes, maybe Annie was who his subconscious had been thinking of the whole time.
Regardless, he was glad it was here for her now. And he planned to use it with her every chance he had. Sex, no sex, he didn’t care. He just wanted to be here with her.
He rubbed his fingers up and down her arms under the bubbles.
“I think I always liked them because my parents never bothered me in the bath. If they saw me with a book just sitting around the living room, they couldn’t quite grasp it. But lying around in a tub...that was acceptable. I didn’t care. I loved it. Loved to relax.”
“Becky said you always studied in the tub. She didn’t know how you didn’t drown.”
She laughed. “All through med school too. I always had a chair with books sitting against the tub. I’ve always had a tub except...”
“When?” he prompted when she didn’t continue. The jets shut down, leaving it quiet between them, but they didn’t turn them back on.
“Baths aren’t as popular in Florida as they are here. Too hot. And after I separated from my ex-husband, my place didn’t have a tub at all. Just a shower stall.”
“Why did you guys split up?”
She blew out a stream of air onto the bubbles. “You know how some men go through a midlife crisis and trade their wife in for a newer, shinier model?”
“Yeah. They’re generally known as assholes.”
“Well, Darren realized much earlier that he wanted someone shiner and fancier than me. He wants to go into hospital administration—that has a lot of politics involved. I may be a damn fine doctor, but I’m not much when it comes to social graces. You know that.”
“Like you said, you’re a damn fine doctor. I’ve seen you in critical situations, keeping a cool head, doing what needs to be done. I’ll take that over a social butterfly any day.”
She shrugged one shoulder up and rubbed her cheek against it. “I know I stutter when I get nervous. I know a lot of that is psychological. Darren thought it was something I could get over with enough work. And when I tried, I did get much better.”
Those brief sentences told Zac a lot, that she had tried to conquer her speech impediment for her husband. That he’d pressured her to do so. That it hadn’t been enough.
“Anyway, he found Christina, a pediatric nurse. Blonde, bubbly, and witty. The perfect person to have by your side if you’re trying to wine and dine a hospital board or pharmacy rep. He decided she was a better fit.”
“I hope you cleaned him out during the divorce.”
“Neither of us had any money. We were buried under student loans, his higher than mine because of the lifestyle he tried to live while in school. We’d been making big payments on his to try to get out from under it. But during the divorce, the judge decided that we should both just take our own debt.”
“So, you’d paid a bunch of his and then still had all yours.”
She shrugged. “I’m not great with conflict. I should’ve gotten a better lawyer. Besides, that wasn’t nearly as bad as working with them after the divorce. Not that Darren was mean or anything, it was just that everybody knew we’d been married, that he’d tossed me aside. His bubbly little wife got pregnant like two months after they got married.”
He wanted to kiss her and tell her how ridiculous her jackass of an ex-husband was.
“The worst part? I never really loved him. I knew that from the beginning. I never should have married him. I had pretty much sworn off men when I moved to Florida. But he admired how focused I was, how professional. So, he kept asking me out, and I gave in. Same thing about marrying him. I just gave in.”
“Why did you swear off men?” He already knew the answer and hated himself for it. But he had to hear it from her.
“Zac, it doesn’t matter.”
“You mean after what happened with us. I hurt you enough that you left the only home you’d ever known and jumped into the arms of an asshole because he showed you attention. Annie, what happened that night...”
She grabbed his knees. “What happened that night happened. We don’t have to let it choke us anymore.”
He wrapped his arms around her chest, crossing them so his hands cupped her shoulders, molding her to him. “I’ll never talk about it again if you don’t want me to, but I want to make sure you know one thing. The things I said that night—”
“You were drunk. I know you weren’t trying to be cruel.”
“Once I remembered more...” Damn it. He didn’t know how to explain this. “Becky was the only woman I’d ever been with, and then being with you... I wanted you, Annie, so damn much. You were a virgin and it caught me off guard.”
“I know. I’m sor—”
He put a finger up to her lips. “Don’t you dare apologize. All I’m trying to say is that it was me I was so angry and upset with that night. In my drunken state, I knew I had to get you out of the room, but it was myself I hated.” He stroked his hands up and down her arms as she tensed. “I said those things to you, but they were really directed at me. I promise. I’m not just saying that now to try to make up for them or erase them—which can never be done anyway. I was drunk and didn’t handle the situation well. Hell, I probably wouldn’t have sober. But—”
She slid to the side, so she could reach up and cover his lips with her finger. “It’s okay. I appreciate what you’re telling me, and I accept it. I even thank you for trying to make me understand it further.” She removed her finger and kissed his chest. “The thing about the now Zac knowing the now Anne is that our nows are a product of those thens. If that night hadn’t happened the way it did, who knows how things might have turned out. Maybe I would’ve never moved away. Maybe you would’ve never moved back. Or maybe we would’ve both lived in Oak Creek for the rest of our lives, but never actually found each other again.”
“Because we’d missed our moment.”
“Yes. Exactly. Because sometimes it’s heartbreak that ties people together. And maybe pain is the tightest bond of all.”
This woman. God, he was the luckiest bastard in the world to have a second chance with her. “I still wish I had never hurt you. I wish I had never driven you from this place you love. Even understanding that it might’ve changed everything, I would go back and fix that night, make you understand what my drunk mind thought it was clearly explaining. I’d make love to you the way you deserved for your first time.”
“We’re here now. That’s enough. More than, actually. We can’t fix the past, but we can start again from here and see where it takes us.”
    
Sitting with Zac in this tub, with the Wyoming sky she’d missed so much spread out in all its majesty overhead, and the ridiculous strawberry bubbles floating around them, everything truly felt like it was going to be okay.
She didn’t need his apologies, but she appreciated the heartfelt nature of them.
“I want to keep you in here and protect you from ever being hurt again, Annie. By me or anyone else. Emotionally. Physically.” He trailed wet fingers down her cheek. “In whatever way you need.”
“Being out here, where I can see the stars and smell the air, it’s healing. Being with you helps too.” She didn’t want to talk about the past anymore, or pain. She ran her fingers from his knee to the top of his thigh. He tightened behind her. “I’m not going to let that bastard beat me.”
“Anne.” She ran her fingers toward the inside of his thigh and his voice deepened. “We don’t have to do this tonight. There’s no hurry. Nothing you need to prove.”
“You’re wrong. I do need to prove something. To myself.” But she didn’t want to put pressure on him if he didn’t want to take on that responsibility. She turned further so she could see him. “But if you’re not up for it, I totally understand. I really do.”
One of his perfect eyebrows raised and he gently thrust his hips against her in the water. There was no doubt he was up for it. “Believe me, you naked in this tub? I’ve been up for whatever you want all night. But I want it to be what you want.”
“You are what I want.”
She pulled his mouth down to hers, smiling inwardly as he yielded to her demands. Good. She wanted this.
“Only one rule,” he said against her lips. “Anything makes you nervous, brings back bad memories—you tell me right away. You don’t try to power through anything or worry about me and if I’ll be upset about stopping. I won’t be.”
“Okay.”
He took control of the kiss then but kept it gentle because of the bruising at her mouth. She tilted her head back against one of his arms, so he had access to her throat and breasts. His hand slid up her hip, along her waist to the breast that was popping out of the water.
She moaned as his fingers found her nipple with the firm touch that did so much for her.
“I love the sounds you make when I touch you. It’s so honest. So damn sexy.”
He tugged harder at her nipple as his lips found her neck and nipped there. It was as if he had a direct line to the hottest, most feminine part of her. She moaned again, her head falling further back on his arm.
This. She hadn’t let herself think of Zac much over the past six years because it was too hard. But this was what her fantasies had given her when her subconscious mind had taken over.
Zac. Wanting her. Driving her crazy.
His hand trailed down from her breast to her core, his fingers deftly working the bundle of nerves there. Anne gasped, instinctively closing her thighs together.
“Open your legs as wide as the tub will allow,” he said in her ear before biting the lobe. “Put them on top of mine.”
Her heart fluttered in her chest as she did what he asked. All she knew was she wanted whatever Zac was giving. His fingers slipped inside her, first one, then two. From this angle, he hit the spot that set off detonations up and down her spine. His thumb kept constant pressure on her clit.
“I’m never going to be able smell strawberries again without thinking of you. Of this.” His voice was deep, rough in her ear. His hot breath sexy and wild, not frightening in the least.
Zac bent his knees, raising her legs atop his to rise with them, bringing her hips down a little farther. Her head flew back against his shoulder as he worked his fingers more quickly, more firmly.
Allowing the
pleasure to eclipse any lingering pain in her body from the attack was how she won. By giving Zac the control, knowing she was completely safe—mind and body—she beat the hold the attacker had on her.
She started flying apart as his fingers thrust one last time and his thumb gave her the firm pressure she needed. His teeth gently biting her neck ensured her fall.
There was no fear. Just the dizzying pleasure only Zac could provide.



       



CHAPTER 27
“I ’ve expanded my search to all the surrounding counties. Landon Rogers or I have personally called each sheriff of every county in Wyoming, Colorado, and Utah. There have been some rapes reported, but we’ve got no evidence to prove those are the same guy. Just like we can’t be one hundred percent sure the guy who attacked Anne is.”
Sheriff Nelson was sitting at the head of the Linear Tactical conference table. They didn’t use this room a lot, generally only when they were taking dangerous outside cases rather than anything instructional onsite.
Zac was looking through one of the files the sheriff had brought. One of dozens. Finn and Aiden were looking through the others.
“These are all sexual assault cases?”
“Yep. For the past eighteen months,” the sheriff said. “For any surrounding counties. Some can be eliminated outright because the perp was caught, or the circumstances are completely wrong.”
“But some could be our guy,” Aiden finished for him.
The sheriff nodded. “I think this guy has been attacking women for much longer than we’ve known about it.”
“Have there been any reported cases since Annie’s attack?” Finn looked up from a file.
“Not from any of the counties we’re in contact with.”
Zac leaned back in his chair and rubbed a hand over his face. “Annie’s returning to work soon. She hasn’t said anything, but I know it’s coming. As much as I’d like to keep her here on Linear property for...basically ever, I know I can’t.”
He wanted to try. He wanted to keep her here with him where he knew for certain she was safe. But she had to go back to the hospital and the profession so critical to her own identity and confidence.
The day after the hot tub, she’d found him sparring with Finn and had climbed into the ring. “I’ve been watching what you do here. You train them to be more than what they are. You make people into warriors. I want you to do that for me. Make me a warrior.”
She was so beautiful, so strong, so determined, he could only answer with the truth. “You already are one.”
Getting Annie in touch with her inner warrior hadn’t been hard. She might be quiet, but she wasn’t weak. She chose to fight for good, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t a fighter.
As she’d healed, they’d spent hours training and strengthening muscles that weren’t necessarily important in her daily life, but might be critical in a fight.
He didn’t teach her how to fight fair. If she wanted to learn that later, he’d be glad to teach her. But for now, he taught her how to fight to win. Gouging eyes. Breaking noses. Incapacitating knees.
Some of the moves ran afoul of her physician’s pledge to do no harm. She knew firsthand the damage the moves would inflict. But she’d learned them. He wasn’t surprised to find she was a natural at it. Annie was good at damn near everything she set her mind to.
He’d made love to her every single night since the hot tub—and the morning and any other time he could talk her into it. Or she could talk him into it. He liked the new I’m-going-to-embrace-life-and-take-what-I-want Annie.
Especially since what she wanted happened to be him.
“We’ll escort her,” Aiden said. “A Linear employee, or some townsfolk. The women will walk together or grab a guy to walk with them. This isn’t something that just falls on one group of people. I haven’t lived in Oak Creek as long as you guys, but one thing I know about this town: it bands together.”
Finn nodded. “Aiden’s right. We all need to look out for one another. In the meantime, we do what we can to help Sheriff Nelson find this guy, make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone else.”
They were right. It was a poor strategic plan to want to try to protect Annie all on his own. He’d always been good at utilizing all resources available in a battle. This was definitely a battle, and the people of Oak Creek were a resource.
But when he saw Annie a few hours later putting on her scrubs in his bedroom, he knew he’d been right. She was ready to return to the real world, her real life. But somehow the urge to keep her close swallowed all logic. He needed to keep her safe, even if that meant keeping her locked away.
He stood in the doorway. “What’s going on?”
He cursed himself when she yelped and spun around. Damn it, he knew better than to sneak up on her, even now. Their training had taught them to move as silently as possible, but he and the guys had gone out of their way to make sure Annie always knew when they were coming close to her.
She took a breath after a moment and then let it out. “I’m going back to work. It’s time, Zac. They need me in the ER, plus—”
“You’re ready.”
She looked relieved that he understood. “Yes. I may not be one hundred percent the way that I was, but I’ll never be that again anyway.”
He walked over to her and pulled her into his arms. “I know. But you’ve established your new baseline. I understand how important that is, I really do.”
She snuggled into him. “Thank you. I didn’t want you to think I’m not grateful for everything you’ve done for me. Puppies, babysitting, letting me sit around and watch everything, all of it.”
“But now you want to start easing back.”
She nodded against his chest. “I can’t hide here forever. I don’t want to.”
“One of the guys or I will escort you for a while, to and from work. The sheriff is going to spread the word about traveling in groups—everyone, day or night, until this guy is caught.”
“I promise not to be one of those too-stupid-to-live chicks in a horror movie who goes out to check on the loud noise by herself when a known serial killer is on the loose.”
He smiled but kept her against him. “The sheriff is going to catch this guy, and we’re going to give whatever he needs to help him do it. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, little warrior.”
“I just don’t want it to happen to anyone else either. Maybe he’s moved on to somewhere far away. But that doesn’t mean he’s not hurting other women.”
He brought his fingers under her braid at her scalp, rubbing gently, loving how she burrowed into him. “It’s hard only being able to fight one section of the war, but that’s all we can do. I want to catch this bastard, make him pay for what he’s done. But first and foremost, I want you to be safe.” He forced her head back with his fingers, kissing her softly. “Stay with me.”
She groaned. “I can’t. I told them I’d come into work.”
“I mean after. Once you’re done tonight, come here. Hell, every day when you finish, come here.”
Those big brown eyes, now behind her glasses, blinked up at him. “Are you sure that’s what you want? My schedule is crazy. I never know when an eight-hour shift is going to turn into eighteen.”
“I understand crazy schedules. We’ll work around it. I want you here where I know you’re safe.” He pulled her in closer. “But mostly, I just want you here with me for as many hours of a day as I can get you. Definitely until this guy is caught, but after that too. Plus, you need to come check on Harley.”
She smiled. “And on you too?”
“Yes. Although I can pretty much promise I will be lying naked in bed waiting for you whenever you get off work at some crazy hour.”
“That’s a good enough of a reason for me.”



       



CHAPTER 28
T  he first week after returning to work, Anne felt eyes on her everywhere. At the hospital. At her house—although she was rarely there alone. At Linear.
By the second week, she felt the same way but just learned to live with it. God knew there were enough on her all the time anyway, people watching to see if she would have a breakdown, to see if she and Zac were still together. Maybe she would always feel like a bit of an outsider in Oak Creek. Most of the town still held her at arm’s length and reserved and isolated would always be more of her nature anyway.
Mia didn’t keep her at arm’s length. Dirty looks flew from her all the time. But instead of making Anne nervous or uncomfortable, they had the exact opposite effect of what Mia intended. They made Anne realize that Zac was truly hers. He showed her that with his body every chance he got, but it took dirty looks from a drop-dead gorgeous woman to push the point home.
Zac didn’t want Mia. He wanted Anne.
And she wanted him. She loved that they could talk freely now about Becky and Carol and how much both women had meant to them. She’d even shared the quiet words Becky had once whispered to her about how she would’ve given Zac to Anne if she could.
He’d yanked her on top of him in the bed, wrapping his arms and legs around her, burying his face in her neck, and just held her, both secure in the knowledge they had Becky’s blessing. She’d shared her family with Anne in life and then again in death.
And the guys at Linear were becoming family too. Every day she was around them, the more this place felt like home. Finn teased her about her relationship with Zac. Aiden taught her more self-defense moves. Dorian, she found out, loved to read as much as she did, and they were constantly talking about books of all kinds.
When she stuttered around them, as she still sometimes did, they didn’t try to finish her sentences for her. They just waited patiently until she got the words out.
She was watching now from the monitor room as they trained a group of law enforcement guys who’d driven from Sweetwater—Wyoming’s largest county, a few hours away—specifically for this. They didn’t have the resources to keep training facilities as current as possible in SWAT practices, so they sent their teams to use the facilities here twice a year.
The respect between the Sweetwater SWAT team and Zac and the Linear guys was obvious. The team was excited to use the large warehouse training facility, which could simulate different situations: robbery, hostage-taking, and forceful entry.
Dressed in full SWAT gear, the men went through their exercises using some sort of paintball-type bullets to shoot bad guys. Zac and Finn were with them, pointing out tactical advantages, errors, strengths, and weaknesses for the way the team handled each crisis.
Zac was obviously the teacher. He had a gift for it. He was able to engage the other men, get them to see their mistakes without having to point them out. They all responded. And Zac obviously loved the action of it all.
The last hour of the day was spent in a good old-fashioned paintball competition between Linear and the SWAT team.
Sweetwater’s team was good, but they didn’t have a chance.
Of course, Zac and the boys had the home-field advantage. It was their facility and they knew all its ins and outs. But more than that, the Linear men had years of training and operations with each other. From her vantage point at the monitors, she could see how they practically read one another’s mind.
They moved in a formation that spoke of years of experience, communicating with just the barest of signals or taps on each other’s shoulders. It wasn’t long before they’d taken out the entire SWAT team.
The good-natured ribbing between the guys stalled when Sheriff Nelson entered the facility. His tense face had her running out of the room and down to the main level. Everyone was silent. Zac slipped an arm around her.
“Curtis, what is it?”
“Another rape. Same M.O. New Mexico this time. We only got word about it by accident. So, it looks like our guy is moving farther away.”
None of them looked happy about that. She wasn’t either. As long as that guy was loose—it didn’t matter what state he was in—she was always going to be looking over her shoulder. Always feeling his hot breath against her cheek.
I always catch what I hunt.
She shuddered, and Zac pulled her closer.
“But I came here for you.” The sheriff turned to Dorian. “We have three inexperienced hikers who haven’t reported in for two days. They were out in the area near Mt. Bannon, which was hit hard by storms last night. The National Forest Service guys are already up to their eyeballs with other issues and asked if my office could help. We can but—”
“Lindstrom would be a hell of a lot quicker,” one of the SWAT guys finished for him.
“I know you think Dorian is your book buddy,” Zac whispered in her ear, “but you should see him in the wilderness. It’s uncanny.”
Looking at the large, quiet man, she didn’t doubt it. He read to escape. Being alone in the wilderness was not much different.
Dorian nodded. “I’ll get changed and be ready in fifteen minutes, Sheriff.”
    
“Need assistance. Everyone and sheriff. Dragon Strike.” Then the coordinates repeated over and over.
Zac, Finn, and Aiden were all frowning the next morning at the electronic message they’d just received from Dorian’s HC-12 transceiver.
It wasn’t unusual that he’d sent one via the radio transmitter—cell signal out in the middle of the forest area surrounding Mt. Bannon was sketchy at best. But the message itself was more than odd. “Dragon Strike” was the code name of an operation they’d been a part of in Afghanistan. There wasn’t a whole lot particularly memorable about that op except that they’d all had to work together to move stolen missiles they’d reacquired down the mountain. One soldier’s ankle had been broken in the middle of the operation, but he’d kept going.
“Why the hell is he talking about Dragon Strike?” Aiden asked.
If one of the lost hikers needed medical assistance, Dorian would’ve said that rather than referring to a relatively obscure piece of their military history.
Finn shook his head. “I used that as an example when he and I were teaching Frank Jenkins’s group a couple weeks ago. But that had to do with how the body could sometimes be pushed more than you thought. Mind over matter stuff. I have no idea why Dorian would mention it now.”
“Who cares why. He wouldn’t be asking for us if he didn’t need us.” Aiden pointed to his computer screen. “Look at this location. Hell, we can drive almost all of it. Then it should just be about an hour hike.”
Zac nodded. “Something has to be pretty damn wrong if Dorian stopped there rather than getting those hikers the rest of the way out. It should’ve been easy at that point.”
Finn was already heading out the door. “I’ll notify the sheriff and get paramedics rolling in that direction. Meet you there.”
Ten minutes later, dressed in fatigues and boots, Aiden and Zac were storing their Remington 700s in the truck, sidearms at their waists.
Something about this didn’t feel right.
Zac called Anne as they sped toward the coordinates. It wouldn’t be long before they lost cell coverage completely. She answered after the first ring.
“Hey.” He could hear the smile in her voice. He couldn’t stop the one that covered his face in return.
“Hey. Listen, we got a message from Dorian. He needs assistance with the hikers, so Finn, Aiden, and I are heading out to help.”
“Okay. I’m done here in a few minutes.”
“Do me a favor and go straight to my place, okay? I know it looks like the attacker has moved on, but I don’t want you alone at your house. Ethan misses Duchess and the pups, and Wavy will be bringing him over to the office.”
“Okay. I’ll get someone to walk me to my car and go straight there, promise. And you be careful.”
“Promise.” The signal cut out before he could say any more.
“Signal already gone?” Aiden asked.
“Yeah, this is kind of a fifty-mile dead spot. Cell companies have been saying for years they’re going to do something, but I guess since there aren’t any houses and not much traffic, it’s not a big priority.”
They drove as far as they could on the road toward the coordinates, then went off-road for a while. When the trees became too tight to drive through, they slid the rifle straps over their shoulders, spun them around so they were on their back, and took off at a jog.
As they came up on Dorian’s coordinates, they slowed, bringing their rifles around in case there was trouble. But at the location Dorian had sent them were three men sitting around a fire. Zac approached while Aiden stayed behind to cover them if there was danger.
“Hello, camp!” Zac called out, not wanting to get shot by inexperienced people who might be jumpy.
“Hello?” one called out. “Thank goodness. We have an injured man down here, and we’re pretty much lost.”
Zac kept his rifle in a position that wasn’t directly threatening, but would be easy for him to use if needed.
“Who’s wounded?” he asked as he approached.
“The guy who found us. Named Dorian Lindstrom.”
What the hell? Dorian was wounded? “Where is he?”
One of the guys pointed to a small overhang. “We laid him right over there after he passed out.”
Dorian had been tortured to within an inch of his life, and the man hadn’t passed out.
Zac placed his rifle back over his shoulder but kept his hand near the Glock at his hip as he moved quickly to Dorian’s unconscious form. “What happened to him?”
He took Dorian’s pulse. Strong, which was good. But he was out cold, not sleeping. Dorian would never sleep through this anyway.
“He found us yesterday afternoon. I think we were about eight or ten miles away. He led us here, but then it got dark, and it was raining, so he said we would stay here tonight and walk out the rest of the way in the morning.”
“Okay.” That sounded about right. “Did he get hit with something? Attacked by something or someone?” Zac felt Dorian’s head for any bumps that would signal the cause for his unconsciousness.
All three men started talking at once. Zac held out his hand and pointed at one. “You. What’s your name?”
“Mario.”
“Tell me what happened.”
“Jeff,” he pointed a thumb at the guy next to him, “wanted to know more about Dorian’s communicator. He’s a tech geek. Dorian was showing him how it worked and said it was used mostly for military purposes, but that he happened to have one. He said we didn’t need it because he knew the way back to town.”
“Okay. Skip to the part where Dorian is unconscious.”
Mario shrugged. “That’s just it, man. None of us knows what happened. We were stoked to see him because, like I said, we were lost. He led us here, and we all went to sleep. When we woke up this morning, Dorian wouldn’t.”
“So, which one of you sent the message this morning?” Zac asked.
Mario looked around at the other two guys. Jeff shook his head no as did the other one. “Someone sent you a message? I don’t think any of us did it.”
Zac pointed at Jeff. “You were most interested in the transponder. You didn’t send the message asking for help?”
“No. I would’ve liked to mess with it, but I was afraid Dorian would kick my ass or leave me out here. He’s a little scary.”
“Maybe the other guy sent it,” Mario said.
Goddamn it. “What other guy?” Zac asked through clenched teeth. These men were morons.
“There was another guy we met up with this morning,” Mario said quickly. “We were happy to see him because we didn’t know what to do when we couldn’t get Dorian to wake up. I saw him fiddling with the radio, but then he said he was heading out and would send help.”
“And then he left?” Zac looked around at all three, who were nodding their heads.
Aiden walked into the campsite. “All’s clear out there, Zac,” he said, startling the other three men. “Nobody is around.” Aiden’s presence didn’t make the younger men less nervous.
“Dorian’s out cold. I’m pretty sure he’s been drugged. Doesn’t have any wounds as far as I can tell.”
“None of these guys could get the drop on D anyway.” Aiden glanced at them dismissively before kneeling beside their unconscious friend.
Zac agreed. He didn’t think they meant anyone any harm. Even if they did, they wouldn’t have been able to get a hit in on Dorian. But drugging his food or water? “One of them is missing. Took off without a word.”
“Said he was a big game hunter and was after the one who got away,” Mario told them. “I don’t know what that means, and honestly, I’m glad he’s gone because he was a little weird.”
“How so?”
Mario shrugged. “Talked about hunting all the time. Said he’d picked up some new ways lately. All over Wyoming and Colorado.”
Zac’s eyes narrowed. “What sort?”
Mario, Jeff, and their other friend looked at each other nervously.
Jeff finally answered. “The guy said he liked to trap his prey.”
“Which was fine,” Mario continued. “It is still done in some places. But then Frank started talking about how he liked trapping his prey in alleys.”
“Frank?” Both he and Aiden’s faces flew up.
“Yeah. Guy said that his prey was best when they were nice and bloody.” Jeff’s face was a little green. “That he liked to get them scared. Then said he wanted to stay and make sure Dorian was all right, but he had to go hunting for the one that got away.”
Zac’s stomach dropped. He stood, looking at Aiden. “Oh, dear God.” He got out his phone with a picture that Frank had sent him last week after the third Linear class he and his posse had taken, thankful now he hadn’t erased it. Frank was in the middle, right under the Linear Tactical sign, one arm around Zac, the other Finn, his buddies on either side. He was grinning from ear to ear.
They’d been led out here. Lured where there was no cell phone coverage for miles and Annie—the one who’d gotten away—had been left alone. And someone she knew, even though she may not like him, was the one who had been attacking women.
He spun the phone to Jeff. “This. Is this Frank?”



       



CHAPTER 29
Even though it wasn’t even noon, and the sun was shining high in the sky, Anne still refused to walk alone to her car at the back of the parking lot. Not because she was afraid, but because she had promised.
She barely refrained from rolling her eyes when she saw Mia was also getting ready to leave. They could both call for one of the pedestrian escorts the hospital was now providing, or just bite the bullet, save some time, and go together.
Mia sighed when she saw Anne. “Shall we?”
All the way across the parking lot, Anne waited for some sort of insult or another threat disguised as a heartfelt warning. But nothing.
“What?” Mia asked as they neared the back of the parking lot. “You’re looking at me like you expect me to attack you any second.”
“No. Just waiting for the warn-off about Zac.”
Mia shook her head. “Don’t worry. I’m done with that.”
“No longer afraid I’ll get my heart broken?”
“I’ve seen how the guys look at you. You’ve got everyone’s attention now. So yeah, I’m a little concerned you might decide you like it, and Zac will suffer. You’re a late bloomer. No one would blame you for wanting to bask in the attention you didn’t get back in the day.”
“Nobody else is giving me any, Mia.”
The blonde shook her head. “Oh, they are. You just don’t notice. You never did.”
“I’m not looking for anyone’s but Zac’s.”
She shrugged. “You feel that way now, but you might not always.”
Anne watched as Mia got into her car, then walked the few spaces to her own. Well, things had certainly come full circle if Mia was now afraid Anne was going to break Zac’s heart. No doubt she planned to be there with open arms if Anne did. That much hadn’t changed.
Who could blame a girl for holding out hope for Zac? Anne had certainly done it most of her life.
She drove directly to Linear as promised, the place seeming empty with no classes or people running around with guns. She parked in front of the office, so she could let Duchess out and see Harley and the other pups.
And yeah, she may still be there playing with them when Zac got home. She couldn’t resist those little bundles of fur.
She’d been sitting on the ground with them for a few minutes, Harley scooped against her chest, when she saw it.
A small pyramid of rocks stacked on the arm of the couch.
She blanched, fear cutting off her oxygen. What was that doing here?
Her phone ringing in her pocket caused her to let out a little scream. She looked down at the display. Wavy.
“W-Wavy?”
“Hey girl, you doing okay?”
“I-I-I...” She forced her lips shut, trying to get in air so she could talk. She needed to Calm. Down.
Wavy evidently didn’t even notice. “Listen, I just wanted to let you know that Ethan and I came by there a little while ago and let Duchess out.”
Anne took another breath. “You-you-you were here?”
“Yeah, but we had to go. Ethan’s teacher has a special project she wanted him to work on and needed to go over it with him.”
Ethan had been here. Ethan was always building things. “C-can you ask Ethan if he built a tiny pyramid out of some flat stones? On the arm of the couch in the office?”
She heard Wavy ask her nephew.
“He said yes. He saw the design somewhere and thought it was interesting.”
Relief rushed through her. Not the rapist. Just Ethan. “Can you ask where he saw it?”
Had the attacker been waiting somewhere else? God forbid, near the school? Or maybe Ethan had heard Finn, Zac, and the guys talking about it. Maybe he’d seen a picture.
“He doesn’t remember. Typical seven-year-old. He can recall the date, time, and second if you promise to take him out for ice cream. Everything else, especially if he’s looking at a video game? Forget it. Is it important?”
Maybe Ethan had seen something and didn’t even know it. She would talk to Finn when he got home. “No, it’s fine, don’t worry about it.”
“All right. This is just a thirty-minute session, so we’ll come hang out afterward, okay?”
“Sounds great. See you then.” It would be nice having someone else around. Anne usually liked time alone, but she was a little spooked now.
Puppy cuddles made her feel better. They were getting older now, moving around more, even though they didn’t wander too far from their mama. She cuddled all three in her lap, watching to see if it bothered Duchess. But the dog was like most mothers of toddlers, whether of the canine or infant variety: exhausted.
She looked over a few minutes later at her phone’s chirp to find a text from Wavy.
Ethan remembered where he saw the pyramid pattern. On the fire escape in the training warehouse the night the power blew. Hope that helps.
Anne set the puppies off her lap. One of the attacker’s calling cards had been left here
on the day she was attacked.
The rapist had been on Linear property. Had been here—had probably created the electrical damage that had only finally been fixed a few days ago—just before attacking her.
He’d been making sure Zac was otherwise occupied, that he wouldn’t do anything like come pick Annie up for a romantic dinner or even just give her a ride home.
Whoever had attacked her was someone who’d known she and Zac were already a couple, maybe someone Anne had come in personal contact with before.
At the slamming knock on the office door, a short yelp of fear fell from her lips. Her phone was in her hand, Zac’s number already dialed—he wouldn’t care if it was the UPS man at the door and she was an idiot—but it went straight to his voicemail. What could he do anyway?
She stayed frozen, hoping the person would leave. But the pounding came again. Then a voice. A familiar one.
“Zac? Finn? Is anybody here?”
She watched, frozen, as the knob turned, and the door opened. Frank Jenkins walked in. More like stormed in, actually.
Frank knew enough about the Linear property to damage the training facility and make sure Zac was away from her that night. Also, about what Zac had taught her to predict she would notice the broken lights at the park and turn toward town.
She took a step back, her hands coming out in front of her in an instinctive gesture to protect herself.
“Dr. Griffin. Hey, um, is Zac here? Or Finn? Or any of the guys?”
Frank was breathing hard, like he’d been running. She couldn’t let him know that she was alone. That all the guys were out somewhere in the wilderness.
That no one was here but her and Frank, who was looking at her with wildness in his eyes.
“I’ve really got to talk to them right now,” he continued before she could say anything.
“Y-yeah.” She finally found her words. “They’re all here somewhere. Somewhere close. Let me get Zac for you. Why don’t you sit down on the c-couch?”
He took a step forward, farther inside, and she took one back.
Lesson one. Zac’s voice floated through her mind. You win one hundred percent of fights you don’t get in. If you can get away, always try that first.
She had to get out of here.
“Okay, yeah.” Frank nodded frantically. “If you could get him—any of them—that would be great. I need to tell them something.”
He sat down and ran a weary hand across his face. Had he come here to confess all his crimes? What he’d done to her and those other women? Bile rose in her throat. She had to get out. Keeping her eyes trained on him, sure that he would jump any minute to grab her, she backed toward the door.
She was almost there, her hand finding the knob behind her and opening it, when Frank turned to her, arm outstretched.
“Anne, I’m so sorry. I never dreamed—”
She watched the blood drain from his face.
A voice, that voice, whispered in her ear. Hot breath burned her the way it had in the alley. “I think what Frank is trying to say is that he’s sorry he brought me into your life.”
She looked over her shoulder. Frank’s buddy, Shawn. The friendly one.
He wrapped a hand around her throat and pulled her against him. Frank lunged for them, but Shawn just stepped aside, then pulled out a gun and shot Frank in the chest.



       



CHAPTER 30
“N o, man. Frank was this guy.” Jeff pointed to one of the men at the side of the picture Frank had sent him. Shawn.
The friendly one. The one he and Finn had agreed was much more useful and bearable to have around than Frank. The one who had come early to every class, asking relevant, insightful questions, even though he’d sometimes seemed to already know the answers.
He hadn’t been there to learn. He’d been there to infiltrate. Maybe his attacks on the other women hadn’t been more than a hunt, but he’d chosen Annie specifically and deliberately.
And he’d gotten them all out here—out of reach—and Annie was alone.
Zac turned and began running. He could hear Aiden saying something to the men and knew his friend would be right behind him. Finn was bringing paramedics who could help Dorian. They had to get to Anne, or at least out of this cellular dead spot, so he could call someone—Baby, someone from the hospital, hell, the damn milkman—and get them to Annie.
Zac ran faster than he ever had in his life. He could not lose Annie. He’d survived losing everything once, but wouldn’t survive losing her. He ignored the burning in his lungs and muscles and pushed forward. His body would recover. He knew from years of experience how far he could push himself before he couldn’t go any farther.
And if needed, this time, he would go past that point.
He would do whatever he had to, to make it to Annie in time.
    
The only thing stronger than her fear of that hot breath on her neck, and that voice from her nightmares, was her medical training. She pushed away from Shawn’s hand at her throat, trying to get to Frank and stop his bleeding. He’d been shot in the chest but could still be saved.
“No.” Shawn yanked her back. “Leave him. His death plays into my bigger overall plan. I’ve already put seeds in place that he’s the one who’s been hunting the women. Police will find even more evidence when they get to his apartment.”
Which meant he had no plans to keep her alive either.
She could hear Duchess barking and the puppies whining behind the room Shawn had locked them in as he dragged her outside, keeping one hand at her throat, his gun pointed at her head. “I wanted us to do this right, but Frank ruined my timetable by showing up here. I wanted us to be in the woods where we could have a full chase. I could be a true hunter, and you a true prey. But we don’t have that kind of time, so we’re going to do a miniature version.”
Fear pressed at her thickly, making his words difficult to understand. Miniature version of what? Why wasn’t he trying to rape her now? Or throwing her down to the ground?
He forced her through the yard toward the warehouse, and she began to understand. He wanted a chase, a hunt, but somewhere she wouldn’t have an opportunity to get away.
No.
She twisted, bringing her elbow back hard against his abdomen, reaching to scratch at his face with her nails. Now he did push her down to the ground, facedown, covering her with his weight, and bringing his gun back up to her temple.
“C’mon now, Anne. I know Zac taught you the most important rule. You can’t ever forget that one.”
Survive.
That was the key point Zac had drilled home, not only with her, but in every class he taught. It was what Linear Tactical was all about; what Zac and his brothers-in-arms had learned in their years as soldiers and now passed to others. To survive.
“So, you either come with me, we do our hunt, and you have a chance, or I kill you right now. Plan B isn’t pleasing for either of us.”
Plan A wasn’t some big party either. But she nodded, trying to gather her wits. He snatched her up by her hair and marched her over to the door of the warehouse, yanking the heavy door open.
“I was blown away by this place when I got the tour.”
“Was it you who did all that wiring damage?”
“Yes. I had to make sure Zac didn’t leave while you were walking to your car.” He ran a finger down her cheek, and she shuddered. “It’s because you were such a good study that I knew you would notice the lights being out in the park. I was watching you and Zac outside the veterinarian’s office, saw him show you the light I’d shot out. He probably gave you the same situational-awareness spiel he gives in all his classes.”
He said it all so calmly, as if he wasn’t a violent rapist. “You’re a damn sicko.”
“Tsk, tsk, Dr. Griffin. I would expect such a highly respected doctor to be a little more clinical in her terms.”
“How about psychopath with homicidal tendencies and a proclivity for sociopathy and delusions?” She threw the words at him with a boldness she didn’t feel.
His smile grew wider. “So basically, a damn sicko.” He pushed her farther inside the building. “I knew you had to be my next hunt. You getting away...that was frustrating, but then perfect. I came here. Got to be close to you and all these soldiers who really know so much.”
She wanted to plug her hands over her ears and yell, so she couldn’t hear his words. All this time he’d been so close, and she’d never known. Should she attack him? He still had the gun. But in some way, she’d prefer that to whatever sick game he had planned.
What would delaying do? She didn’t want Wavy and Ethan walking in on Shawn’s psychotic games. He wouldn’t hesitate to kill them too.
“We need to get started,” he said as if he could read her mind. “We don’t want the game cut short. Now here are the rules. One.” He took a zip tie out and slid it through the two handles of the double door, tying it shut. “The door is closed. Not impossible to open, but it will take a couple minutes, won’t it? So, if you want to get out, you’ll have to go through me.
“Two,” he continued, putting his gun in a waist holster. “I won’t use this. Where’s the fun in that?” He reached down and pulled a nasty-looking knife with an eight-inch blade out of a holster at his calf. “But I will have this. I look forward to using this on you, Annie. To hearing you cry again. Do you remember how scared you were when I pushed you down into the ground, my body over yours? How much stronger I was?”
He was trying to scare her.
It was working.
She was breathing heavily, her feet backing her up of their own accord. “N-n-no.”
“There it is.” He licked his lips. “That’s the look I’ve been waiting for.”
She was giving him exactly what he wanted, but she couldn’t help herself. Couldn’t remember one single thing Zac had taught her.
“Nobody’s going to hear you scream in here, Doc. I made sure to check the plans on this building. Soundproofing was something the town required before giving them permission to build it. To make sure it was insulated and isolated enough that no one would be disturbed by any ruckus.” His voice became deeper. “Ready for some ruckus?”
Chills racked her body even though the temperature was comfortable. Her teeth began to chatter.
He walked behind her, his breath blowing hot on her neck once more. “Come on now, Anne. Don’t make it too easy for me. I’ll give you a two-minute head start. Then the hunt is on.”
She stood staring at him, a roaring in her ears. She couldn’t make herself move; it was taking every ounce of strength she had just to stay upright. That voice. That hot breath. The fear drowning her.
“One minute fifty seconds. Run, Anne.”
Survive.
Make me a warrior, Zac.
You already are one.
Something snapped in her brain, like a rubber band that had been stretched to the very edge of its breaking point, then released. She hissed out loud at the burn in her psyche, but the roaring in her ears stopped, and everything came into focus.
Survive.
She ran.
The fear was behind her, much closer than Shawn and his knife. She had to avoid both, because the fear would drop her just as fast as the knife if she let it.
“No one’s coming to save you this time, Annie,” he said in a singsong voice. “Not someone taking out the trash, not your precious soldier. He’s not coming to your rescue.”
She didn’t respond, just kept moving. She didn’t need Zac to rescue her. He’d respected her enough to teach her how to do it herself.
Use your strengths and figure out your enemy’s weaknesses.
She wasn’t as strong or fast as Shawn. She didn’t have a weapon or his training.
But she damn well knew where the emergency exit was in this building. She ran for it in the back corner, unwilling to wait and see if he was going to keep his word and give her however many seconds she had left before he started his chase.
She pushed herself, running at the door full force. And was promptly flung back onto the floor when it wouldn’t open at all. She groaned, her barely healed ribs screaming in agony.
“Sorry, Annie, I forgot to mention I blockaded the outside. Good thinking though!”
Was he closer than he’d been before? It was hard to tell over the sound of her breathing.
What should she do? Run? Hide?
Movement is life. Staying where you are almost always means death.
She heard Zac’s voice in her head, his coaching from the past few weeks. She had to keep on the move while she came up with a plan. Shawn would expect her to hide.
She scurried under a wooden deck used by fighters to hide behind while training here. Her natural inclination was to stay there, hidden, but she rolled until she was out the other side, then crawled and scooted around a corner. Not moments later, Shawn’s voice was right where she had been under the deck.
“I sort of expected you to hide, little Annie. Isn’t that in your nature? To stutter, stammer, and make yourself invisible?”
It was in her nature, he was right.
She darted away from the corner, hiding behind another barrier before scurrying to a different one. Where was Shawn? His silence was much more frightening than his monologue.
Think about your strengths, your enemy’s weaknesses.
Damn it, what were her strengths? Somehow, she didn’t think organization and memorization—the two that had helped her most in med school and her years as a doctor—were going to help her now.
She ran and hid behind a car covered in paint from all the battles held here, the same one Zac had used when he and Finn had finished off the Sweetwater County SWAT team a few days ago. She’d watched it all from the control room.
For the first time, the smallest seed of hope bloomed in her chest. That was her strength. She’d studied this place, watching Zac and the guys. She knew it. Knew where the different barriers and hiding places were located. Maybe Shawn did too.
But would he know them in the dark?
Because that was her only strength in this situation, her spatial awareness and ability to memorize. If she could cut the power, she would still be able to find her way around easily if she visualized the facility. Shawn wouldn’t.
She hoped.
She quickly made her way toward the back, zigzagging behind various objects and walls, keeping herself low. She didn’t think Shawn would expect her to move in this direction. It was a dead end. If he caught her here, she’d be trapped.
She reached the electrical closet, opened the door as silently as she could, and quickly found the master power switch. This was it. As soon as she hit this, the facility would go dark, only the faintest glow from the emergency lights in the corners offering any sort of illumination at all. Definitely not enough to see very well.
And once she did it, he would know exactly where she was.
She would have to make a break for the door, but he would be expecting that, and she couldn’t be able to get the zip ties off anyway.
She needed his knife. That meant taking him by surprise.
Becoming the hunter, rather than the prey. She’d been making herself invisible her whole life. Now it was going to serve her well.
Use your strengths.
She flipped off the master power, then ran.
Across the building, close to the door, Shawn muttered a curse. She’d been right, he hadn’t expected her to go for the lights.
Sticking to the shadows, visualizing the layout in her mind, she slipped toward the door. She could hear Shawn stumbling around, fumbling to find his way in the dark.
“I’m not playing with you anymore, bitch. It’s time for you to start screaming.”
She climbed as silently as she could on top of a stack of crates, fighting terror with every step. An emergency light several feet away let her see just enough without casting a shadow that would give her away. She would only get one shot at this. Shawn was still wandering in the dark, looking for her in the low hiding places, exactly where she would’ve been before Zac had taught her. She waited until he was barely past her, took a breath, then jumped.
They both crashed to the floor as she landed on top of him. Immediately she rolled, using her elbow, muscle memory now after hours of practice with Zac, to slam into Shawn’s face. The doctor in her knew exactly what that sickening crunch signified and totally didn’t care.
She swung her leg around hard to connect with his arm, sending the knife sliding across the floor. She scrambled for it, but he grabbed her ankle, yanking her back.
He roared as he grabbed hold of her by her hair and dragged her to her feet. She had no way to avoid the fist that crashed into her face, throwing her to the side. As she came back up she tried to jab at his throat, but he caught her hand with one of his as the other slammed into her abdomen. She doubled over, gasping for breath, as the pain exploded.
He pulled her up again by her hair, and despite the blood from his broken nose streaming down his jaw, he still grinned at her. He liked it. Liked her struggle. Liked what he had planned for her next.
She neither stopped, nor hesitated. She swung her knee as hard as she could straight into his groin, then slammed it down on the top of his foot. He let go of her and fell to the floor. Anne turned and ran, sweeping up the knife from the ground on the way.
Her breath wheezed in and out and she used the deadly blade to cut through the zip tie. She could hear Shawn getting to his feet, knew he still had the gun. Even if she sprinted out the door, she wouldn’t make it to the tree line before he shot her.
But she was damn well going to try. Because she’d discovered her enemy’s biggest weakness: he had underestimated her and how much she wanted to live.
She flung the door open, the bright Wyoming spring sun blinding what she could see from the eye that wasn’t swelling shut. She stumbled forward a few steps, as he roared behind her and shuffled out of the training building. “I always catch what I hunt, you bitch!”
The sound of a single bullet blasted loudly in the sunshine. She waited for pain. None came, so she kept moving forward.
“Next shot isn’t going to hit you in a nonvital organ, asshole. My daddy taught me how to shoot when I was eleven, and I’m a Wyoming girl, so you can bet I haven’t forgotten how.”
Mia?
The blast of a second shot rang out from her other side. Behind her, Shawn cried out.
“The lady said she had no problem shooting you. But I wanted to get in on the fun too.” A man’s voice, also familiar, but she couldn’t see very well out of her swollen eye on that side.
“That’s right,” a third voice yelled at Shawn. “Stay down and keep your hand far away from that weapon. Because you damn well better believe my shotgun will finish the job that Trey and Mia started.”
“Mayor?” Anne turned around, realizing Shawn had well and truly been subdued. Three guns were pointed at him. Mia with some sort of tiny Smith & Wesson, Trey to her left holding his own handgun, and Mayor Dimont had a shotgun hiked to her thin shoulder.
And cars were squealing into the Linear driveway, more townspeople running toward them with weapons ranging from high-powered rifles to baseball bats. Susan Lusher. Riley. Finn’s brother, Baby.
Mia was the one who rushed over to Anne and helped ease her to the ground.
“What?” she asked the other woman. “I don’t understand. How did you know to come here? Why?” She couldn’t even figure out the words, just held out her arm to the crowd that was growing larger by the minute. “How?”
Mia wrapped an arm around her. “This is what happens when Oak Creek gets word that one of our own is in trouble. We come running.”



       



CHAPTER 31
By the time Zac arrived, except for the ambulances, Linear looked like it had last summer, when they’d had a Fourth of July party and had invited the whole town, minus the pies. Everybody was there and talking.
The thirty-eight minutes and fifty-two seconds it had taken for Zac to make it to cell phone coverage had been the longest of his life. He’d run faster than he ever had before. Aiden had jumped into the truck next to him as he’d torn off down the path, a sideview mirror and probably half of his truck’s suspension left behind in the wilderness surrounding Mt. Bannon.
Annie’s phone had gone straight to voicemail. Aiden had kept trying while Zac had called the person who’d always had Oak Creek on speed dial, and would know exactly how to get people to where they were needed the quickest.
Mia.
It had taken her about four seconds to realize that something was wrong, and to her credit, she hadn’t taken even a moment to play the woman spurned, something for which Zac would owe her for the rest his life. She had listened and then cut him off midsentence when she understood the gravity of the situation. She’d promised she would get Annie the help she needed.
He’d never dreamed it would be Mia herself.
And evidently the rest of the town.
Five different people had already called to tell him what had happened. How Annie had burst out of the warehouse with a knife, and how Mia had shot Shawn as he’d come after Annie, about to shoot her in the back.
They were fifteen minutes out when Baby had sent a picture of the wounded Shawn, in cuffs, being placed in an ambulance. In his next shot, Annie, Mia, and Riley were sitting on the ground, close together, whispering like old friends. Annie was even leaning into Mia.
Scary, huh?
Zac hadn’t known if Baby meant the bruise on Annie’s face, her being chummy with a woman he had dated, or the fact that Shawn had had them all so totally fooled and had set up such an elaborate trap. He’d even tried to kill Frank Jenkins. The man had been alive, barely, when help had arrived and rushed him to the hospital.
Zac had just needed to get to Annie. To wrap her in his arms and never let her go.
Fifteen minutes later, he was doing just that.
Everyone was still milling around when he parked and jumped out of the truck, his eyes seeking out Anne, but unable to find her. He moved around people, barely able to answer their questions or listen to their version of what happened.
He needed Annie.
“She got overwhelmed,” Riley said. “She was okay, but all the people on top of what happened... She went to your place.”
“Thanks, Riley.”
Riley waved her arm out at all the people. “They all came for her, Zac. Every single one dropped what they were doing and rushed out here when they heard Doc needed help. You make sure she knows that, as overwhelming as it might be. She’ll never be invisible in Oak Creek again.”
Zac nodded and marched off toward his apartment, avoiding talking to anyone even when they tried to get his attention. Annie needed him.
He saw Mia and knew he should at least say thanks, but she waved him away. “Another time, Mackay. You and Anne can buy me a drink. Or ten. Besides, she did all the hard work.”
He walked over to her and squeezed her shoulder. “Thank you, Mia.” The words were so inadequate, but they were all he had.
She smiled. “Go get your girl, Zac. She needs you. Almost as much as you need her right now.”
He turned and ran the rest of the way to his apartment.
“Annie?” He slowed down his motions, not wanting to frighten her. Not knowing what sort of emotional state she’d be in.
No answer.
He took the stairs two at a time to the second floor, calling for her again. Then he heard it. The sound of the jets running in the hot tub. Of course.
He stepped onto the porch. She was already in the water, her brown hair hanging out the back.
“Hey, sweet Annie,” he crooned, the words as soft as he could make them.
“Zac?” Her voice was hoarse, his name muddled from the swelling in her jaw.
He rushed to the side of the tub, heart breaking at the sight. Except for kicking off her shoes, she’d gotten in fully dressed. “Hi, sweetheart. Mind if I join you?” He reached out and touched her face where she’d taken a blow. “Did someone check that for you? Looks pretty bad.”
“Yeah, nothing broken. I should put a cold compress on it, but I was already too cold. I just wanted to get in the tub.”
“I think you’ll be more comfortable if we get your clothes off.”
She actually smiled. “Don’t worry. I’m not having a nervous breakdown. I just don’t have a bathing suit here, and I was afraid someone was going to come looking for me. And then my brain wasn’t working enough to come up with another solution.”
Some of the pressure eased off his chest. She wasn’t broken. She’d just wanted her damn bathtub. He helped peel off her clothes, then stepped out of his own.
“We should probably go down there and talk to everyone,” she said.
He slid in behind her and wrapped his legs and arms around her. He would pull her into his very skin if he could. He breathed in her hair for long minutes, trying to convince his mind and heart that she was well and truly safe.
“When I figured out what Shawn had done—the lengths he’d gone to, to get you alone...”
“He was going to kill me,” she whispered. “And Frank. He came to warn us. Oh God.” She lost her words on a sob.
“He’s still in surgery,” he whispered. “Don’t give up hope.”
She nodded. Then they sat in silence for long minutes, just holding each other.
“I’m so sorry I left you alone, let myself become complacent. You’re mine to protect and I didn’t. I failed you.” He would never forgive himself. She moved, and he opened his arms, so she could go if that’s what she wanted.
But she turned around, arching her back so she could be face-to-face with him, crawling into his lap. “The only reason I’m here right now—not broken, raped, and probably dead—is because of you. Because of what you taught me. What you convinced me I could do. And I believed it, Zac. I was a warrior, and I beat him because he was expecting a coward.”
He cupped her face as gently as possible. “You amaze me. Your strength, your courage, your intelligence. Every single day. You’ve never been a coward. And there’s a whole town’s worth of people ready to stand by your side and fight if you need it.”
He kissed her, much softer than he wanted to, mindful of her injuries. Never again. That bastard would never hurt her again.
She eased back, keeping herself trapped across his lap, lowering her head to his shoulder. “I guess we should go talk to everybody. I know the sheriff is going to want a statement.”
“In a minute. Right now, it’s just you, me, and the Wyoming sky.”



       



CHAPTER 32
T  wo Weeks Later
The Eagle’s Nest was crowded once again. The whole damn town seemed to be here, celebrating Frank’s release from the hospital. The younger man was here, sitting in a front booth in a position of honor, talking to everyone.
Three days after surgery from the bullet that had punctured his lung and almost ended his life, Frank had woken up a hero. Mostly because Anne had told everyone how he’d tried so bravely to stop Shawn. If Zac didn’t know better, he would’ve said Frank seemed a little surprised by that version of events, but who was he to judge?
Frank definitely didn’t have anything bad to say about Annie anymore. And he was probably going to use his newfound hero status to try to get a job at Linear.
Hell, maybe he’d even get one.
Today had been interesting. He’d gone before Jordan Reiss’s parole board to testify about the person who’d fallen asleep behind the wheel and killed Becky and Micah. He had told the board in no uncertain terms that Jordan should be released from prison. She should’ve been a long time ago. If her family’s last name wasn’t Reiss, she probably would’ve been.
So today, thirteen years to the day after he’d asked Becky to marry him, he’d told a judicial board the person who’d killed his wife and son should be set free.
Becky would’ve approved. Hell, Becky would’ve been pissed that he hadn’t done it long before now.
Zac looked over to where Annie was standing at the bar with Wavy, Riley, and Mia, buying drinks. She winked at him over her shoulder, and it was all he could do not to drag her back home and not let her out of his bed for the rest of the night.
Oddly enough, he knew Becky would’ve approved of that too. And of the fact that he never planned to let Annie go ever again.
“Oh, dear Lord,” Aiden muttered from next to him in the booth. “Do you see the color of those drinks? It cannot be good for you to drink something that neon. Dorian had the right idea staying home tonight.”
Dorian was doing fine but would use any excuse he could not to be part of a crowd. Even a friendly one.
“Yeah, Dorian’s the smart one,” Zac said. “But I’m pretty sure Finn has drunk stuff that color before, and he’s relatively normal.”
Finn didn’t respond, staring across the room.
“Or maybe not,” Aiden said.
Zac looked for what had drawn Finn’s attention. Not what. Who.
Charlotte Devereux.
She was standing alone near the corner of the bar. She probably hadn’t expected it to be this full on a Wednesday night. Riley saw her and waved her over. After the women hugged, Charlotte slipped off her jacket, obviously ready to join them. But when Riley pointed back to their booth, Charlotte froze when she saw Finn. Just stared at him.
The way he was staring at her.
Charlotte whispered something to Riley, then slipped her jacket back on. She finally broke eye contact with Finn and bolted for the door.
Finn stood so fast he knocked into the table.
“Damn, man, did you get a wasp down your pants? Be careful.” Aiden began grabbing napkins to wipe up his spilled beer.
“I...” Finn trailed off, shrugging, then looking back at the table from where his eyes had been following Charlotte.
Zac just nodded at his friend, storms brewing in his dark eyes. “We’ll catch you later.”
Finn was out the door in seconds.
“What the hell just happened?” Aiden asked.
“A long, long story.”
The ladies made it back over to them, each carrying handfuls of shot glasses with the bright blue liquid in them.
“Holy hell,” Aiden said. “What are those?”
“Electric Smurfs!” Mia yelled over the music. “Annie picked them out.”
Zac looked up at Annie, who was absolutely glowing and starting to dance around with the other girls. He’d lose her to the dance floor soon. At least for a song or two, until he followed her out there.
He pulled her down into his lap as everyone started to clink their glasses and drink the scary liquid. She had two shots left in her hands.
“Is one of those for me?”
Her eyes got serious. “If you want. I know you don’t drink. But I promise if you’d like to have a couple, I’m more than happy to make sure nothing gets out of hand.”
He trailed a finger down her cheek. She would always be willing to give up her own fun to look out for the people she cared about. “You would really take care of me like that?”
She kissed him, grinning against his lips. “Of course. I may take advantage of you back home once you’re drunk, but I would certainly make sure you got home all right first.”
He grinned too, pulling back from her. “And give me all your loving?”
Her eyes turned serious once again. “Every bit I have is yours. It always has been.”
“I love you too, Annie. There’s so much to love about you.” He kissed her again.
Aiden cleared his throat from across the table. Zac rolled his eyes at him. “Go dance with a girl.”
“I think I just might.” He stood. “But after a couple more of these, I won’t be able to walk straight anyway.” He grinned and headed toward the bar.
Zac kept Annie in his lap and took the shot from her hand. “So, if I drink this you’ll take care of me as long as I need it?”
“Promise.” That smile. God, he would never get tired of seeing her quiet, gentle smile.
He threw back the sweet liquid, then gave her a kiss. “I hope you’re a woman of your word. And I hear this Electric Smurf stuff stays in your system for about fifty years. So, I’ll need you around at least that long.”
He kissed her once more and felt her sweet smile against his lips. “Then I guess that’s how long I’ll have to stay.”
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CHAPTER 1
“A s you all know, William Reed escaped from a prison transport yesterday.” Sheriff Barron stood in front of a group of men and women who’d gathered around him at the side of the highway in the foothills of the Crazy Mountains on a blustery cold day in early April.
He continued, “We have security camera footage showing him stealing a car from a convenience store in Bozeman. The license plate of the vehicle he stole matches the license plate of the vehicle behind me.” Sheriff Barron turned to the side and waved toward a vehicle half-hidden in the brush behind him. “The state police are on their way, and they’re also sending a helicopter from Bozeman. But they aren’t as familiar with the mountainous terrain as you are, and the weather might keep them from using the chopper. That’s why I’ve asked you to bring your horses and ATVs. All of you know these mountains better than anyone. And you are the select group of people I trust most to handle this situation.”
James McKinnon tugged up the collar of his coat around his chin to keep a blast of wintery wind from snaking down his neck. He listened silently as the sheriff explained why they were there. With each breath James took, he blew out a little cloud of steam.
Rucker, his bay gelding, pawed at the ground impatiently.
James had chosen Rucker because he was the most sure-footed of the horses in his stable. For the manhunt they were about to conduct, the gelding was the best bet. The Crazy Mountains could be as dangerous as the man they were searching for. And the weather wasn’t helping.
The sheriff gave them a steely glance. “We don’t know at this point whether or not Reed is armed but assume that he is.”
James’s hand went to the pistol in the holster he had strapped to his hip.
“Sheriff, what do you want us to do?” one of the men in the crowd called out.
The sheriff straightened, with his shoulders pushed back and his mouth set in a firm line. He stared at each of the people gathered around, making eye contact with each person. “Bring him in.”
“And how do you want us to do that,” another man called out.
The sheriff’s chin lifted. “Most of you follow the news. Reed was in prison for multiple counts of murder. He killed two guards during the armored truck robbery. When he was cornered, he killed two cops. The man was serving a life sentence without parole.
“While being transported to a high-security prison, his transport vehicle ran off the road. The driver was killed on impact, but the guard in back with Reed wasn’t. He was injured. Reed finished him off. Now, I’m not telling you to kill Reed, but if at any time you believe your life is in danger, shoot to kill the bastard. If at all possible, don’t engage…report. Our primary goal is to bring Reed in before he hurts anyone else.”
James’s hands tightened into fists. He hadn’t killed a man since he’d been a member of Delta Force more than two decades ago. Not that he’d become squeamish about killing a man in his old age, but it was just that he’d thought his people-killing days were over when he’d left the military.
The only killing he’d done lately was the occasional coyote in the chicken coop and deer or elk while hunting in the fall.
From the news reports he’d been following, he knew Reed had turned into a really bad character. James was glad the bastard had headed into the mountains instead of the city. He reckoned that if the convict was cornered, he would take whatever hostage he could to get out of a situation.
James had left instructions with his wife and daughter to stay inside the ranch house and keep the doors locked. But he knew they were stubborn women and wouldn’t stand by and leave the animals to fend for themselves, especially in bad weather. They’d venture out into the barnyard to feed the chickens, pigs, horses and goats to keep them from going hungry. With the winter weather making a reappearance, they’d likely put some of the livestock in the barn.
Which would leave them at risk of being captured if Reed circled back to the Iron Horse Ranch. Hopefully, they’d be smart and enlist the help of their ranch foreman, Parker Bailey.
Sheriff Barron held up a paper with an image of William Reed. James didn’t need to see the picture. He knew Reed. However, others amongst them were newer to Eagle Rock and the county. “This is our man. Right now, we think he’s up in the mountains. The longer he’s free, the hungrier he’ll get. It’s imperative we bring him in quickly. All of our families’ lives are in danger as long as he runs free.”
“Then let’s stop talking and start tracking,” Marty Langley called out.
The sheriff nodded. “All right, then, gather around the map. We’re going to split up into different quadrants so we’re not shooting at each other.” Sheriff Barron spread a map over the hood of his SUV, and the group gathered around him. He gave instructions as to where each person would be during the hunt and what signal they should give if they found something. He handed out as many two-way radios as he had, distributing them to every other quadrant.
Once James had his assigned area, he mounted Rucker and rode into the mountains, his knee nudging the rifle in his scabbard, his hand patting the pistol on his hip.
He’d known Reed for years. When you lived in a small community, everyone knew everyone else. Some were better at keeping secrets than others but, for the most part, everyone knew everyone else’s business.
Reed had been a regular guy, working in construction and hitting the bar at night. He’d been a ladies’ man with a lot going for him. How had a guy like that ended up robbing an armored truck and killing the people driving it? What had driven Reed down the wrong path?
James could have been home with his wife of thirty-five wonderful years, holding her close in front of the fireplace, instead of riding out on a cold winter’s night in search of a killer.
He knew he had it good. After twenty years in the military, he’d settled in Montana on the land his father had passed down to him. He’d wanted his kids to have what he’d had growing up. Ranching had made him the man he was—unafraid of hard work, determined to make a difference, able to take on any challenge, no matter how physically or mentally difficult.
He’d been damned proud of his sons and daughter and how they’d taken to ranching like they’d been born to it. Even Angus, who’d been twelve when they’d moved to the Crazy Mountains of Montana. He’d been the first to learn to ride and show the other boys how wonderful it could be to have the wind in their faces, galloping across the pastures.
A cold wind whipped into James’s face, bringing him back to the present and the bitterness of an early spring cold snap. Just when they’d thought spring had come and the snow had started to melt at the lower elevations, the jet stream had taken a violent shift downward, dipping south from Canada into the Rocky Mountains of Montana, dumping a foot of fresh snow all the way down into the valleys.
He nudged Rucker in the flanks, sending him up the path leading to a small canyon that crossed over a couple of ranches—including his, the Iron Horse Ranch.
He knew the area better than anyone, having lived on the ranch as a child and as an adult since he’d returned from serving in the Army. As his father’s only child, he’d inherited the ranch upon his father’s death. Now, it was up to him to make it sustainable and safe for his family and ranch hands.
Again, he thought about his wife, Hannah, and his daughter, Molly, and worried for their safety.
Clouds sank low over the mountaintops, bringing with it more snow, falling in giant flakes. The wind drove them sideways, making it difficult to see the trail ahead.
About the time James decided to turn back, he’d entered the canyon. Sheer walls of rock blocked some of the wind and snow, making it a little easier to see the path in front of Rucker.
James decided to give the hunt a little more time before he gave up and returned to the highway where he’d parked his horse trailer.
He knew of several caves in the canyon suitable for a fugitive to hole up in during a brutal winter storm. They weren’t much further along the trail, but they were higher up the slope. Snowcapped ridges rose up beside him. He was careful not to make any loud noises that might trigger an avalanche. Spending the next couple days in a cave wasn’t something he wanted to do.
If he survived an avalanche, he could make do with the natural shelter until a rescue chopper could get into the canyon and fish him out. But Hannah and Molly would be sick with worry. James tried not to put himself in situations that made his sweet wife worry. Unfortunately, the Reed escape had worry written all over it. The man had escaped. He’d already proven he’d kill rather than go back to jail. He wouldn’t go peacefully.
Rucker climbed higher up the side of the canyon wall, following a narrow path dusted in snow. The wind blew the majority of the flakes away, keeping the rocky ground fairly recognizable.
The trail had been there for as long as James could remember. His father had told him it was a trail created by the Native Americans who’d once used the caves for shelter over a century ago.
Rucker stumbled on a rock and lurched to the side.
James’s heart skipped several beats as he held onto the saddle horn.
Once Rucker regained his balance, he continued up the slope, plodding along, the snow pelting his eyes. He shook his head and whinnied softly.
James patted the horse’s neck. “It’s okay. Only a little farther, and we’ll head back to the barn.” The weather in early April was unpredictable. It could stop snowing altogether or become a white-out blizzard in a matter of minutes.
The first in the row of caves James remembered appeared ahead and up the slope to his left. He dropped down from his horse’s back and studied the dark opening. If he recalled correctly, the cave was little more than five or six feet back into the mountain side. Not enough to protect a man from the cold wind and driving snow.
James grabbed Rucker’s reins and moved on to the next cave, glancing up the side of the hill as he approached.
The hackles on the back of his neck rose to attention. Had he seen movement in the shadowy entrance?
He stopped beside a small tree growing out of the side of the hill and looped Rucker’s reins loosely over a branch. The horse wouldn’t attempt to pull free. Rucker knew to hold fast. A loud noise might scare him into bolting for the barn. Otherwise, he’d stay put until James returned.
Pulling his handgun from the holster, James started up the incline toward the cave, his focus on the entrance and the overhang of snow on the slope above the cave. With the recent melting and the added layer of fresh snow, the snow above the cave could easily become unstable. Anything, including a gust of wind, could trigger an avalanche, sending snow and rocks crashing down the hillside.
James hoped he’d left Rucker well out of the path of the potential avalanche. If the snow started down the side of the hill, James would be forced to run for the cave and take shelter there. Possibly with a killer.
More reason to get up to the cave, check it out and get back down to Rucker as soon as possible. He should have turned back when the snow got so thick he could barely see the trail. If one of his sons or daughter had continued on, he would have reamed them for their irresponsible behavior. And here he was doing what he would expect them to avoid.
However, since he was there, he would check the cave. Then he’d head straight back to the highway and home. The search for the fugitive could continue the next day, after the snowstorm ended. Reed wouldn’t make much headway in the current weather, anyway.
With his plan in mind, James trudged up the hill to the cave. He had camped in this particular grotto one fall when he’d been caught in a storm while out hunting elk. It went back far enough into the mountain to protect him from the wind and rain and was open enough to allow him to build a fire. He’d even staged additional firewood in case he ever got caught in a storm again. Then at least, he’d have dry wood to build a warming fire.
If Reed was up in this canyon, this cave would be the perfect shelter from the current storm. The next one in line was harder to find and had a narrower entrance.
As he neared the mouth of the cavern, he drew on his Delta Force training, treading lightly and keeping as much of his body out of direct line of fire as possible as he edged around the corner and peered into the shadows.
The sound of voices echoed softly from the darkness near the back of the cave. He smelled wood smoke before he spotted the yellow glow of a fire, shedding light on two figures standing nearby.
“Where is it?” one voice was saying, the tone urgent, strained.
“I’m not telling you. If I tell you, you have no reason to keep me alive.”
James stiffened. He remembered having a conversation with Reed outside the hardware store in Eagle Rock several years ago. That husky, deep voice wasn’t something a person forgot.
His pulse quickening, James knew he had to get back down the mountain to the sheriff and let him know what he’d found. They weren’t supposed to engage, just report.
But he hadn’t expected to find Reed with someone else. If he left and reported to the sheriff without identifying the other man and the two men managed to get out of the canyon before they were captured by the authorities, no one would know who was helping Reed.
“I got you out of there, the least you can do is share your secret.”
“I put it somewhere no one will find it. If I die, it goes to the grave with me,” Reed said. “I did that on purpose. I can’t trust anyone. If you want to know where it is, you’ll have to get me out of Montana alive.”
“I told you I would. You have my word. But you can’t leave Montana without it.”
“No, but I can leave Montana without you. If I’ve learned one thing in prison,” Reed’s voice grew deeper, “the only person you can trust is yourself.”
“Damn it, Reed, we don’t have time to dick around. Sheriff Barron has a posse combing the mountains. The only thing keeping them from finding you is the storm moving in. Get the money, and let’s get the hell out of here.”
James strained to see into the darkness, but the man with Reed had his back to the cave entrance and appeared to be wearing a knit ski hat. The voice was familiar, but he couldn’t put his finger on who it was. He leaned into the cave a little more, waiting for the man to shift into a position where the fire would light up his face.
“You know, there’s a bounty on your head,” the man told Reed, in a threatening tone. “Maybe I don’t want your bag of money. It’s probably marked anyway. I could turn you in and collect the reward. I’d have the money and be a hero for saving the world from a killer.”
Reed lunged toward the other man, knocking him back, his face even deeper in the shadows, or was it covered in a ski mask? “You dare threaten me?” He lifted the man off his feet and shoved him against the wall. “Do you know the hell I’ve lived in for the past thirteen years? I’ve seen men like you who’ve had their tongues carved out with a spoon. I didn’t get out of prison to put up with the likes of you.”
The man being held against the wall gagged, his feet scraping against the hard rock surface behind him.
James couldn’t let Reed kill the other man, even if the other man happened to be the one who’d helped him escape from prison. Taking a deep breath, he called out, “Drop him, Reed, or I’ll shoot.”
The convict froze with his hand still gripping the other man’s throat. “Guess you’re gonna have to shoot.” Then he spun, dragging his captive with him, and using his body as a shield.
Since his back was still to James, James couldn’t see who it was.
“Go ahead,” Reed taunted. “Shoot. This piece of shit deserves to die.”
The man he held fumbled in his jacket pocket, pulled out something long and shiny and then shoved it toward Reed.
Reed gasped, his eyes widening. “Bastard,” he said, his voice more of a wheeze. His grip loosened on his captive.
The man slumped to his knees and bent over.
Reed stood for a long moment, his hand curling around the knife protruding from his chest. He gripped the handle and pulled it out. He stared at it, and then at James, and collapsed on top of the man he’d almost killed.
James rushed forward, jammed his handgun into his holster and felt for a pulse in Reed’s neck. He had one, but it was faint and fluttering erratically.
The man beneath him, grunted and pushed at the bulk of the dead man weighing him down. “Help me,” he said.
James grabbed Reed’s arm and pulled him off the other man, laying him flat on his back.
Reed stared up at James, his eyes narrowing. He whispered something.
James leaned close, barely able to hear.
“Where the…snake…threads…needle’s eye,” Reed coughed, and blood dribbled out of the side of his mouth.
James pressed his hand to the wound in Reed’s chest. Having seen similar wounds in Iraq, he figured the knife had damaged a major organ, and Reed wasn’t going to make it out of that cave alive.
Reed raised a hand and clutched his collar in a surprisingly strong grip. “They’ll never find it.” He chuckled, a gurgling sound that caused more blood to ooze from the corner of his mouth. Then his hand dropped to his side, and his body went limp.
James pressed two fingers to the base of Reed’s throat, feeling for a pulse. When he felt none, he started to straighten.
Something cold and hard pressed to his temple. “Move, and I’ll shoot.”
His heart hammering against his ribs, James reached for the gun at his side. A cold feeling washed over him that had nothing to do with the gale-force winds blasting down through the canyon outside the walls of the cave.
His holster was empty. He couldn’t believe he’d helped the other man, only to have him take his gun and turn it on him.
“What did Reed say before he died?” the man behind him demanded.
James held up his hands, shaking his head. “I don’t remember.”
“You better start, or you can join him in his cold place in hell.”
“Seriously, I couldn’t hear what he said. It was all garbled.”
“He said something about a needle. I know you heard him. Tell me.” The angry guy behind him fired the gun, hitting James in the right arm.
Pain knifed through his arm, and it hung limp against his side.
“Tell me, or I’ll shoot again.”
Outside, a rumbling sound made James forget about being shot at again. “If you want to get out of this cave alive, we have to leave now.”
“I’m the one with the gun. I say when we leave.”
“Then you’ll have to shoot me, because I’m not going to be trapped in this cave by an avalanche.” James lurched to his feet and started for the entrance.
Rocks and snow started to fall from the slope above the cave’s entrance.
“Avalanche,” James called out.
The entire hillside to the south of the cave seemed to be slipping downward toward the floor of the canyon.
“Stop, or I’ll shoot again!” the man in the ski mask yelled.
“That’s what got the avalanche started in the first place. If you shoot again, even more will come crashing down on us.” James kept moving toward the cave entrance, looking north at a narrow trail leading out of the other side of the cave from where he’d entered. “If you want to live, you better follow me, and for the love of God, don’t shoot again.” He’d figure another way out of this mess, if he didn’t bleed out first. For now, James knew he had to get the hell out of there. If they stayed inside the cave, they’d be trapped. If they hurried out the north end, they might make it away from the avalanche.
Rocks and snow pelted his back as he hurried across the slippery slope, praying the bulk of the avalanche was well on its way to the south. But more snow and rocks rushed toward him and the man holding a gun on him. His head light from blood loss, James ran, stumbling and skidding across loose gravel and tripping over small boulders. A rush of snow and debris scooped his feet out from under him and sent him sliding down the slope. He fought to keep his head above the snow. Then he crashed into something hard and everything went black.



CHAPTER 2
T  hree days later…
Angus McKinnon stepped off the plane in Bozeman, Montana, his heart heavy, his gaze seeking a familiar face. It wasn’t until he reached baggage claim that he found one.
“Hey, stranger,” someone called out in a soft, female voice. “Got a hug for your little sister?”
He turned and was engulfed in a tight hug from his sister, Molly.
His eyes stung as he held her close, her face pressed into his jacket, her auburn hair tickling his nose. “Hey, squirt. I need to breathe,” he said finally, and pushed her to arm’s length. He stared down into her face, noting the red-rimmed eyes and blotchy cheeks. His heart squeezed tightly in his chest. “How are you holding up?” He brushed a strand of her hair back behind her ear.
She sniffed, tipping her chin up in the stubborn way she’d always done when she didn’t want to show any sign of weakness with her brothers. “I’m holding my own. I’m more worried about Mama.” Molly shook her head. “She hasn’t cried since it happened.”
“Is that a bad thing?” he asked, looking over the top of Molly’s head. “Where is she?”
“She went to park the truck. She should be in shortly.” Molly turned toward the exit. “There she is.”
Angus stared across the floor at his mother. She seemed to have aged ten years in the year since he’d been home on leave from the Army.
She stopped as soon as she spotted him. Her eyes widened, and her bottom lip trembled. But only for a moment. Then her chin lifted, much like Molly’s had, and she squared her shoulders. “Angus McKinnon, get over here and give your mother a hug.”
Angus obeyed her order, walking swiftly toward her then scooping her up in a tight hug that lifted her feet off the ground. “Mama,” he said and set her back on her feet. He leaned back so that he could see her face. “Have you heard anything?”
“Nothing good, but nothing bad, either.” Her lips pressed into a thin line. “I’m not giving up. They haven’t found his…” she stopped, bit her bottom lip and then continued. “They haven’t found him. Until they do, I won’t accept that he’s dead. That man is too damned ornery for that nonsense. He’s out there somewhere. We just have to find him.”
“At least the snow has stopped,” Molly offered.
Angus released his mother and leaned down to snag his duffel bag off the luggage carousel. “And Rucker came back?” he asked as he straightened.
His mother nodded. “He found his way back to the barn twenty-four hours after the avalanche occurred.”
Molly drew in a deep breath. “He was shaken, and one of the reins on his bridle had been ripped off, but he’s doing fine back in his stall. How he made it back is another question. Now that the snow has stopped, we can get out and check for ourselves.”
“When are Colin, Duncan and Bastian getting in?”
His mother gave him a tight smile. “Colin and Sebastian are coming in on the next flight from San Diego. Duncan is driving in from Fort Lewis, Washington.”
Molly looked up from her cellphone. “Duncan said he’d meet us here at the airport within the hour. Colin and Bastian are due in a little more than an hour.” She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We’ll be glad when the whole clan is together.”
His mother pressed a hand to her mouth, moisture pooling in her eyes.
Angus pulled her into his embrace. “We’ll find him.” His jaw tightened, and his resolved strengthened. Between the five of James McKinnon’s offspring, they would find their father. “Come on, let’s grab some coffee, and you can fill me in on everything that’s happened since this all began.”
They settled in at the Copper Horse Bistro and ordered.
After their coffee arrived, Angus sipped the fragrant brew then set his mug on the table. “Now, tell me what happened. I’ve heard most of it, but I don’t want the digest version this time. Give it all to me.”
His mother sucked in a ragged breath and let it out before launching into the details of the search for William Reed.
“I thought he was in jail for life for murdering the guards of the armored truck he robbed,” Angus said. “How the hell did he get out?”
“They were moving him from the state prison to a federal prison in Colorado. The transport vehicle ran off the road. The state police are still investigating the crash,” his mother said.
“I’ve heard rumor they found tire tracks near the crash scene.” Molly leaned forward. “If you ask me, I think someone ran out in front of the prison transport, causing the driver to swerve and run off the road.”
“But who would do that? I thought Reed was the lone robber in the armored truck heist,” Angus said.
“He was, but there’s a big reason to help him escape.”
“They never found the money he stole.” Angus shook his head. “They think someone sprang him in order to get to the million-dollar bag of money?”
Molly nodded. “Reed insisted he was in so much danger in the state penitentiary, he needed to be moved to a federal maximum-security prison in Colorado. They found a burner phone hidden in his mattress in his cell at the state facility. The data card had been removed and the device smashed. He had someone working with him on the outside.”
Angus swore beneath his breath. “And apparently, he had someone working with him in the prison. How else would he have acquired the burner phone?”
Molly nodded. “The state police and prison authorities are looking into it. Once Reed convinced the powers that be that he was in danger, they arranged for his transportation to the facility in Colorado. The transport van was supposed to take him from the Montana State Prison in Deer Lodge to the Federal penitentiary in Florence, Colorado, but it never made it there.”
Hannah McKinnon stared down at her cup of coffee. “Since Reed is from Eagle Rock and knows the Crazy Mountains from all the hunting he did as a child and adult, he knew the trails, caves and abandoned mines in the area.”
Molly picked up the story from there. “It’s rumored he hid the money in a cave somewhere northwest of Eagle Rock. Since he was incarcerated, every treasure hunter in the U.S. and abroad has come to the Crazy Mountains in search of that bag of money.” She shook her head. “It’s been insane the number of people trespassing across Iron Horse Ranch and the neighboring ranches to get up to some of the trails. Dad and Parker have had a hell of a time keeping up with the fences people cut to drive their ATVs through.”
Angus clenched his fists. Some people had no respect for what belonged to others. “I take it, someone got tired of looking and finally decided to get the location directly from the horse’s mouth.”
Molly dipped her chin. “Looks like it.”
Angus reached across the table to take his mother’s hand. “How does our father fit into this picture?”
Her chest rose and fell before she looked up and stared into his eyes. “Sheriff Barron formed a posse of people he trusted most to go up into the mountains. The people who live here know the trails and caves best. They were supposed to look, not engage, and then come back and tell him what they found.”
“Everyone but Dad came back,” Molly said softly.
His mother’s hand squeezed his tightly. “There was an avalanche close to the caves you and your brothers used to camp in when you’d hunt elk.”
“One of the men who’d been assigned the adjacent area said he thought he heard the sound of gunfire, but he wasn’t sure. It could have been the sound of the ice and snow breaking off the top of the hill and crashing down, starting the landslide.”
“Has Search and Rescue been called in?”
Tears trickled down his mother’s cheeks. “They have,” she said, her voice choking on a sob.
Molly slipped an arm around her shoulders and looked across the table at Angus. “They’ve been there with helicopters since the avalanche happened. The Montana National Guard even sent up a couple of Chinooks to join the search. They call off the search at night, because it’s too dangerous. It didn’t help that the storm that was supposed to last a day didn’t let up until this morning.”
The chance of finding their father alive wasn’t good. If he’d survived the avalanche, three days in the freezing temperatures would be nearly impossible to live through.
When he’d received word his father had been lost in the Crazy Mountains in a snow storm, Angus had braced himself for the worst—the news his father was dead. But the worst wasn’t acknowledgement of James McKinnon’s death. Not knowing for certain was far more difficult to handle. He looked into his mother’s eyes. “We’ll find him.”
She nodded, pulled her hand free of his and dug in her purse for a tissue. “Whatever the outcome…we need to know.” She blotted the tears on her cheeks and squared her shoulders. “In the meantime, they still haven’t found the fugitive.”
“Which means no one is completely safe until Reed is located,” Angus concluded.
“Exactly.” Molly glanced down at her watch. “Duncan should be here about now.” Her thumbs moved over her cellphone as she typed in a text. “I just messaged him, letting him know we’re at the coffee shop when he gets here.”
“I’m here,” a voice said behind Angus.
Angus pushed to his feet and turned to find the biggest of the McKinnon brothers, Duncan, standing there, his face drawn and tired, his brow furrowed.
Duncan looked past Angus to their mother. “Mom.”
She stood and walked into his arms, her shoulder shaking with silent sobs.
He brushed one of his big hands over her graying hair. “It’s going to be all right,” he murmured. “It’s going to be all right.”
One way or another, it would be all right. Whether their father was dead or alive, they would survive this tragedy McKinnon strong. That’s who they were. A family who stood by each other when the going got tough.
Their mother stood back and let Molly in for a hug from her brother.
Angus glanced at his watch. “Colin and Bastian should be landing about now. Let’s head over to the baggage claim area to meet them. The sooner we get to the ranch, the better. We might even have a few hours of daylight left to do our own search.”
Duncan slipped his mother’s hand through the crook of his arm and led her toward the luggage carousel, limping slightly as he walked. “You can fill me in when the rest of the gang gets here.”
Duncan had been injured during his last deployment and had spent weeks recovering. He’d mentioned a medical review board in his last conversation with Angus but hadn’t let the rest of them know if a decision had been reached as to whether he’d be medically retired from the Army.
Angus would ask when the time was right. At the moment, their father was their number one concern.
Soon, a stream of people emerged from the gate area, meeting family members as they came out into the open. While most people were smiling and welcoming their loved ones, a pall of anxious worry hung over the McKinnons.
Angus was ready to get to the ranch, saddle up and head into the mountains in search of their father. If it wasn’t such a long drive out there, he’d have had his mother and sister take him home, rather than wait on the others to arrive. But it made no sense to make two trips into Bozeman when their flights arrived little more than an hour apart.
Angus looked around at the people waiting for their family members. For the first time since he’d arrived at the airport, he let himself think about the way he’d always thought coming home would be. It wouldn’t have been just his family meeting him. And it wouldn’t have been because his father was missing. He’d pictured himself arriving years earlier, after he’d been to basic training and his advanced training, coming home on leave to the woman he’d loved more than life itself.
Bree.
As if his thoughts conjured her, a woman walked out of the gate area among the other passengers, wearing a long black trench coat, sunglasses and a sporty fedora covering her head. The hat caught his attention. Not many women wore hats these days, but it wasn’t just the hat. It was the way she walked with a firm step and a certain sway of her hips that made him look twice.
Her head came up, and her face turned toward his. The soft curve of her mouth tipped upward for a brief second before it firmed into a straight line and she dipped her head.
Angus frowned. For a moment, he could have sworn it was Bree—the woman who’d promised to wait for him. But as soon as he’d left, she’d packed up and left her home for a job in Alaska and hadn’t been back since. For all he knew, she’d married and had half a dozen children, rather than join him as a military spouse, following him around the country or the world.
Angus shook his head. He was seeing what he wanted to see. Bree hadn’t waited even a month for him. Nor had she returned in the past thirteen years. Oh, he’d looked for her and asked her mother about her when he’d been home on leave. But her mother didn’t have a whole lot to say other than she’d settled in Juneau and worked in a café.
Shaking himself out of his ruminations, Angus focused on why he’d come back to Montana. It wasn’t for Bree. It was for his family.
Colin and Sebastian McKinnon appeared among the crowd of passengers and converged on the family, all hugging and exchanging words. Angus clasped his two brothers in his arms then stood back while Molly and his mother brought his three brothers up to speed with an abbreviated version of what was going on as they waited for their luggage.
Angus found his attention drifting to the woman in the black trench coat as she dragged her suitcase off the conveyor belt. A strand of her hair slipped from beneath the hat and curled around her chin.
His heart lurched, as once again he thought of how Bree’s hair had been that same color. When she’d ridden horses, she’d pulled it back in a ponytail. No matter how firmly the elastic band had been in place at the beginning of the ride, a single strand always found its way loose and curled just like that, cupping her chin.
Before he could question his motives, Angus took a step toward her.
“Ready?” Colin asked, pulling Angus back to his purpose and his family.
Sebastian and Colin had their duffel bags and had started for the exit.
When Angus turned back toward the woman wearing the black trench coat, she’d disappeared.
Willing his heartbeat to return to normal, Angus followed his family to the terminal exit.
As they emerged through the sliding glass doors, a red-haired woman all but bumped into Duncan who was in the lead.
“Oh.” She glanced up and smiled. “Duncan. Is that you?”
Duncan gripped the redhead’s arms to steady her. “Fiona? Sweet Jesus, Fiona. How did you know…?” His face went from ecstatic to see her to clouding over in the matter of seconds. He set her away from him and let his arms drop to his sides. “What are you doing here?”
Her smile slipped from her face, and she glanced down at where her fingers twisted together. “I was just…you know…dropping off a friend. Are you heading to Eagle Rock?”
He nodded.
Her brow furrowed. “I was so sorry to hear about your father.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I hope they find him soon.”
“We will,” Duncan said, his voice gruff.
“Well,” Fiona said and gave him a forced smile. “I’ll see you around…?”
“Maybe.”
“Will you be staying?” she asked.
“I’m not sure,” he said, his tone clipped.
She nodded, and her gaze seemed to search his face briefly before she lowered her head. “Good luck.” Then she turned and headed toward the parking lot and was lost in the sea of vehicles.
Duncan’s gaze followed her.
Molly came to stand beside Duncan, her gaze following Fiona as well. “I didn’t know you knew Fiona Guthrie.”
Duncan shrugged. “We’ve known each other since high school.”
Angus frowned. “Wasn’t she the girl you took to senior prom?”
“Yeah.” Duncan pushed past them. “My truck is over here. Who’s riding with me?”
Angus volunteered to ride with Duncan. Colin offered to drive his mother, Molly and Sebastian in the ranch truck.
Once on the road with Duncan’s truck leading the way, Angus turned to his brother. “What was that all about?”
“What?”
“You and Fiona. I thought you two were friends from way back.”
“We were,” Duncan said, his words clipped, not inviting further conversation.
Angus was not deterred. “If you’re friends, why were you so cold toward her?”
Duncan’s jaw tightened. “Look, if you’re going to start grilling me, maybe you should have ridden with the others.”
Angus raised his hands in surrender. “Sorry I hit a sore spot. I won’t grill you anymore.” He sat back against his seat. He didn’t have room to talk. His reaction to the woman who looked so much like Bree had left him open to as many questions as he had for Duncan. And he didn’t want to go there any more than Duncan wanted his brother digging into his relationship with Fiona. “Since we’re not talking about women, let’s talk about you. What have you heard? Anything from the medical review board?”
Duncan’s face didn’t relax. “Nothing yet.”
“What do you think will happen?” Angus asked.
“I think they’re going to boot me out.”
Angus nodded without saying anything for a moment. He knew his brother had made a life in the Army Rangers and loved being a part of the Rangers as much as Angus loved being Delta Force.
“Just so you know,” Angus finally said, “I’ve put my paperwork in to separate from the military.”
Duncan shot a glance toward Angus. “Why the hell did you do that?”
Angus stared at the road before him. “Even if we find Dad alive, he could use help on the ranch.”
“If anyone is getting out, it’s me. I’m the one with the bad leg,” Duncan said. “I can stay and help with the ranch.”
“Dad’s built the place up to be a lot more than one man can handle, and he’s not getting any younger.”
“Damn it, Angus, you’re fuckin’ Delta Force. You don’t get there and quit.”
“I’m not quitting. I’m choosing a different life.”
“But you love being a part of the team.”
Angus nodded. He loved his Delta Force team like his brothers. “I’m thirty-three years old. I’ve been deployed eight times in the past thirteen years. I’ve been shot, almost blown up and nearly crashed in a helicopter. I figure, at the rate I’m going, my number will be up if I deploy again. It’s time to make room for the up-and-comers. I need to get on with my life, if I want to have one.”
Duncan glanced across at his brother. “Is this about Bree?”
Angus looked away. “Bree is history.”
“Did you ever find out why she didn’t wait for you to come back?”
“You were here when she left,” Angus said. “You know more than I do.”
Duncan shook his head. “She was there one day and gone the next. Her mother said she packed her bag and left. She didn’t contact her until she reached Alaska.”
“She always wanted to go to Alaska,” Angus said.
“Yeah, well she finally got her wish.” Duncan sighed. “It’s too bad. I thought you two would be together forever.” His lips pressed together. “You had so much going for you.”
“Yeah. Well, that’s old news. I’ve practically forgotten about her,” Angus lied. He’d never forgotten Bree. Every woman he’d dated since hadn’t measured up to his first love. He’d decided that coming home might be the only way he’d finally get her out of his system. Staying away hadn’t erased her from his memories.
“Really, Angus,” Duncan said. “Why give up the military?”
“I want a life. I want what other guys my age have who aren’t married to Uncle Sam.”
“What’s that? A wife and children? A mortgage and a car payment?” Duncan snorted. “It’s not all that great.”
“Says a man who’s never been married.” Angus chuckled. “What about you? When are you going to settle down and get married?”
Duncan’s back stiffened. “I’m not the marrying type,” he said, his tone flat, his gaze on the road ahead.
Angus frowned. “What do you mean you’re not the marrying type? I figured you’d be the one to have a dozen kids and an adoring wife by the time you were thirty. You’d be a great father.”
“Yeah, well that didn’t happen.” Duncan’s voice lowered to a whisper. “And now, it probably never will.”
Angus leaned toward his brother. “What did you say?” He knew what he’d heard, but he wanted to hear it again. Had Duncan injured more than his leg in his last battle?
“Nothing.” Duncan pointed up at the Crazy Mountains coming into view. “Still snow up there, but it appears to be melting at the lower elevations. We should be able to get up there.”
Angus didn’t push his brother. When he was ready to talk, he would. Right now, they had a bigger problem to deal with. “Not much kept us out of the mountains, snow or not. And if Dad is up there, we need to find him sooner than later.”
Duncan nodded.
The two men fell silent. Angus went through all the possible scenarios his father could be facing, if he wasn’t buried beneath a ton of snow and rocks.
“What have they told you?” Duncan asked.
Angus gave him the full scoop, ending with, “We need to meet with Sheriff Barron as soon as we can to find out where Dad was headed.”
His brother nodded as he pulled through the stone and wrought-iron gate with the words IRON HORSE RANCH spelled out in black iron and a scrolling silhouette of a horse’s face. Their mother had commissioned the arch as a gift for their father’s fiftieth birthday. He’d grumbled about it being too frilly, but he hadn’t been able to hide the smile it brought to his face.
Angus and his brothers had made it back for the celebration between deployments. His father had been so proud of all of them, joining the military even when he could have used the help on the ranch.
Angus loved being a part of the military, but he felt drawn back to Montana and the Iron Horse Ranch more in the past year, even before his father had gone missing. He’d submitted his paperwork to get out a month ago. He just hadn’t told anyone about his plans. He suspected his father would be angry he would be giving up his career before he finished his twenty years.
Especially since James McKinnon had completed his commitment and retired after twenty years in the Army.
Angus squared his shoulders. If his father didn’t want his help on the ranch, he’d get a spread of his own. Montana was the place he wanted to call home. The place he wanted to be when he married and raised his family.
The only thing standing in the way of his goal was finding a woman to share his life. One who planned on staying.
As Duncan drove up the gravel road toward the ranch house, Angus stared out over the pastures to the tree line at the base of the mountains. An image of Bree came to mind, one of her as she’d raced across those fields riding hell-for-leather on that palomino mare she’d raised from a foal.
He’d said his goodbyes the night before he’d left, promising to be back for her after his training. They’d get married and start their lives together, traveling wherever the Army decided to send them. Just the two of them.
Bree had cried and kissed him, promising to wait for him. She hadn’t begged him to stay. She’d said she knew how much he’d wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps by joining the military and doing his part for his country. She would stay and start college. Her credits would transfer to wherever they went next. She wasn’t worried about that. She just wanted to be with him.
Then she’d ridden out early the morning he was supposed to leave to say one last goodbye.
He’d been in a hurry, but pleased she’d gone to the trouble of seeing him off. Their lives together were on hold, but he could envision how they’d come together again as soon as he got through training. Their future together was about to begin…
Oh, how wrong he’d been about Bree.
Well, now he’d come home to find his father. Once they’d accomplished that mission, he would work on making a life of his own by purging his system of Bree and opening his heart to the possibility of loving someone else.



CHAPTER 3
Bree Lansing hurried from the airport, her heart pounding, barely able to breathe. Of all times to arrive back in Bozeman, Montana, she’d had to pick the same time Angus McKinnon was also at the airport. What were the odds? A million to one?
Thank goodness she’d worn the weird hat and sunglasses. For a moment, she thought he’d recognized her, but then remembered her disguise. He couldn’t have known it was her.
But she’d known it was him. How could she forget the face of the man she’d loved since she’d tripped over him in the hallway in seventh grade?
God, he looked good. Better even than when he’d left his home in Montana thirteen years ago as a young man on the brink of beginning his adult life. A life he’d wanted her to be a part of. A life she’d dreamed of since they’d fallen in love.
They would’ve been married for twelve years, had events gone according to their plan.
But they hadn’t.
Fate had played her hand in the scheme of things. Now, Bree couldn’t be with Angus, no matter how much she wanted. She shouldn’t have come back to Montana. It was too risky. And she surely couldn’t bring her level of hell into Angus’s life. She’d made her bed that night nearly thirteen years ago. She had to live with the consequences. Angus didn’t. She wouldn’t let him. This was her cross to bear.
The other alternative was to turn herself in, own up to her crime and spend the rest of her life in jail.
Sometimes, she thought she would’ve been better off if she’d done just that. But her mother didn’t deserve to know her only child had committed a heinous crime. The shame she’d have to live with in the small community of Eagle Rock would be too much for her sweet mother. Hadn’t she suffered enough?
Bree drove the rental car out of the airport parking lot. Instead of heading northwest toward Eagle Rock, the town where she’d grown up, she drove to the hospital.
Once inside, she removed her hat and sunglasses and went to the information desk. “Can you tell me where I can find Karen Hemming? She was admitted yesterday.”
The older woman appeared to be a volunteer. She squinted at the computer screen. “I don’t have a Karen Hemming. Are you sure she was admitted here?”
Bree’s heart skipped several beats. “Yes. She was admitted yesterday. I received a call late last night that she was in the ICU.” Dear God. Had her mother died?
“I don’t see…” The old woman tapped a few keys, using one finger.
Her stomach knotting, Bree wanted to crawl over the counter and take over for the woman. But she held her tongue and position, not wanting to call attention to herself. The fewer people who knew Karen Hemming’s daughter was in Montana, the better.
“Oh, there she is.” The old woman smiled up at her.
Holding back her impatience, Bree asked evenly. “Which room, please?”
“Oh, yes.” She gave Bree the floor and room number.
Bree thanked her and bolted for the elevator. Once inside and alone, she let go of the breath she’d been holding in a heartfelt sigh. Her mother wasn’t dead. She wasn’t too late. Thirteen years was a long time to go without coming home to visit. But was it long enough for people to forget what had happened at Wolf Creek Ranch? Especially the sheriff and the volunteer fire department?
As far as she knew, Sheriff Barron was still the sheriff in Eagle Rock. As for the firefighters, they could have an entirely different crew of volunteers. Bree could only hope.
Since she hadn’t tried to hide where she’d gone, and no one had come after her, she’d lived under the assumption they hadn’t put two and two together and come up with her as her stepfather’s killer.
The thought of Greg Hemming’s death brought back so many memories, none of which were good.
The man had been a self-righteous, abusive bastard who’d taken pleasure in tormenting his wife and her only child. For years, Bree wondered why he’d married her mother in the first place. According to him, her mother had never done anything right. He’d always criticized her and made fun of the little things she’d done to try to make him happy.
As much as Bree hated her stepfather, she’d loved her mother and hadn’t wanted to bring her more unhappiness by openly arguing with Greg.
Bree arrived at the door to her mother’s hospital room. She glanced down at her trench coat and decided to remove it before going in. Once she stood in her jeans and sweater, her hair pulled back in a loose messy bun, she felt more herself and less the woman who’d run away from home after killing her stepfather.
Pasting a smile on her face, she poked her head into the room. “Is Ms. Karen Hemming up for visitors?”
“Who’s there?” a gravelly voice called out.
Bree swallowed hard to keep a sob from rising up her throat. She hadn’t seen her mother in thirteen years. What kind of daughter was she to have been away for so long?
The very worst.
“It’s me,” she said softly. “Bree.” And she entered the room slowly, afraid her mother wouldn’t recognize her… or worse…not want to see her after all the years.
“Bree?” Her name ended on a sob. “Oh, dear Lord, Bree?”
Bree crossed the floor to stand beside the bed where her mother lay against sterile white sheets, her soft brown hair streaked with gray. Bree’s heart pinched hard in her chest.
When had her mother gotten old? The woman was only in her early fifties. The lines around her eyes had deepened and the shadows beneath were a decided purple. She looked pale and fragile, and the sight of her like that made Bree swallow hard to keep from crying.
“Hey, Mom.” She lifted her mother’s free hand and carried it to her lips. “I missed you.”
Tears trickled down her mother’s cheeks, and a drop of blood slipped from her nose. She reached up with the hand hooked to an IV and cupped her daughter’s cheek. “Bree, sweet Bree.” More tears slipped from her eyes. “I prayed you’d come home.”
“I’m home, Mom. And we’re going to get you better. I promise.” She prayed she was right. The way her mother looked, her condition couldn’t be good.
Her fingers curled into Bree’s and squeezed hard. “Ray. I need to know. What’s happened to Ray? Is he all right? They won’t tell me.”
“Ray Rausch, your ranch foreman?”
She nodded. “He got sick around the same time as I did. Please. Could you check on him? I’ve been too sick to get out of bed.”
“I will.” She brushed a lock of her mother’s hair out of her face. “Are you sure you’re going to be all right?”
Her mother nodded. “I’m feeling a little better.”
“Has the doctor been in to talk to you? Do they know what’s wrong?”
“They did bloodwork,” she said, waving a hand. “I don’t know. He should be back later.” She clasped Bree’s hand again. “Please, check on Ray.”
“Okay, Mom. I will.” Reluctant to leave her mother, Bree knew that if she didn’t check on Ray, her mother would be distraught until she did. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.” Don’t die.
Bree backed out of the room. Now that she was reunited with her mother, she didn’t want to leave her. She hurried to the nurse’s station. “Do you have a Ray Rausch registered in the hospital? Could you tell me where I can find him?”
The nurse at the counter looked up from her computer. “Are you a family member?”
“No, but he’s an employee at my ranch,” she lied. He was an employee at her mother’s ranch. But the details didn’t matter. “Please, I need to know if he’s okay.”
The woman clicked her fingers across the keyboard in an efficient manner and looked up seconds later, smiling. “Mister Rausch is in a room down the hall.” She gave her the room number and went back to work reviewing charts.
Bree hurried down the hall and turned left onto another corridor, stopping in front of the room number the nurse had given her. The door stood slightly ajar and voices sounded from within.
She peeked through the gap and noticed a man wearing a white coat, with a stethoscope looped around his neck. “Mr. Rausch, your bloodwork came back from the lab positive for an excess of anticoagulant.”
“Anti-what?” a weak voice said from just out of Bree’s sight. She assumed it was Ray.
“Anticoagulant rodenticide,” the doctor repeated. “It’s a poison used to kill rats. Basically it’s a high concentration blood thinner.”
“Rat poison?” the other man said. “Holy crap. How the hell— How is Karen? Mrs. Hemming? Is she okay?”
“I’m sorry. I’m not at liberty to say unless you are a member of the family.”
“Damn it, she’s my boss,” Ray said, his voice a little stronger this time. “Is she going to be okay? That’s all I need to know.”
“Yes, Mr. Rausch, Mrs. Hemming is going to be okay. Like you, she’ll be in the hospital for a few days for observation and while the poison clears her system.”
“I can’t stay here. There are animals that need to be cared for. What if they were poisoned, too?”
“We notified the state health department. They should be out within the next day or so to determine the source of the poison. If they deem it necessary, they might call for help from the CDC. In the meantime, until your blood levels improve, we recommend you remain in the hospital.”
“You don’t understand. There’s no one else at the ranch to take care of the animals. I can’t…”
Bree tapped lightly on the door. “Pardon me, is it okay if I come in?” She didn’t wait for a response but entered anyway and held out her hand to the doctor. “I’m Mrs. Hemming’s daughter, and this man is her employee.” She smiled at the doctor and turned to Ray. “Mr. Rausch, you don’t need to worry about the animals at the ranch. I’ll make sure they’re taken care of in your absence. You and my mother only need to worry about getting well.”
“Good. If you two have things settled, I have more patients to see.” The doctor left the room and an awkward silence in his wake.
Ray Rausch was a wiry man with a shock of white hair and tanned, leathery skin that had seen years of living and working outside. He frowned at Bree. “You’re Bree?”
She nodded. “I am. And I’ve come to help.”
The older man’s frown deepened. “About damned time you showed up.”
A knot of guilt twisted in her belly. “I know.”
“Do you know how long your mother has been waiting for her only daughter return home?”
“Thirteen years,” Bree whispered.
“Thirteen damned years,” Ray repeated, his eyes blazing. “That woman loves you like nobody’s business. Why, I don’t know. What child abandons her mother for thirteen years?”
Tears welled in Bree’s eyes. “The worst kind,” she admitted. “But I’m here now. I’ll take care of the animals while you and my mother are recovering.” As bad as she felt about being gone for so long, Bree couldn’t help being a little reassured at the intensity of Ray’s loyalty to her mother. “Thank you for being there for her.”
Ray laid back against the pillow and closed his eyes. “If I’d been paying attention, she wouldn’t be in the hospital.” He lifted his head, his frown reappearing. “Whatever you do, don’t drink the water or eat anything from the pantry or refrigerator until they figure out how we were poisoned. I couldn’t live with myself if she lost you now.” This time, the foreman collapsed against the pillow and lay very still.
Bree’s breath caught in her throat, and she leaned forward, searching the man’s chest for any sign of life.
“I’m not dead.” He opened one eye. “I need you to call Meredith Smalls and tell her to get Evan to a doctor for treatment. He’s been out sick for a couple days, so he might not have been affected as much. He won’t need to show up for work for the next week, or until I get back with her.” He closed his eye and weakly waved a hand. “Tell her what’s going on.”
Bree nodded. “Evan still works for Wolf Creek?”
Ray snorted. “You’d know, if you’d kept in touch with your mother.”
Bree’s chin dipped. “True.”
“Now, get out of here.” He opened both bloodshot eyes. “And Bree…stay alive and healthy for your mother’s sake.”
Bree pressed a hand to her chest. “Yes, sir.” And she ran from the room, back down the hall to her mother’s room.
“Bree?” a weak voice called out from the bed. “Is he…?”
Bree smiled and took her mother’s hand. “Ray’s alive and cantankerous.”
Her mother heaved a sigh. “Thank God.” She held onto Bree’s hand. “Now, help me out of this bed. I have to get home to take care of the animals before dark.”
“You’re not going anywhere,” Bree said, her voice firm. “Has the doctor been by to see you?”
She nodded. “He was just here.” Her brow wrinkled. “He said we were poisoned.” She pressed a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. “How could that have happened?”
“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”
Her mother grabbed her hand. “Oh, Bree, don’t. I couldn’t stand it if you were hurt. Please, don’t go out there.” She struggled to get up. “Help me up. I’ll take care of the animals.” Her eyes widened. “The cattle are in the south valley. What if they were poisoned too? Dear God. Who could be so cruel?”
Bree patted her mother’s hand. “Don’t you worry about anything. I’ll check on the barnyard animals and take them fresh feed to make sure their feed isn’t contaminated.”
“What about water?” Her mother held tight to her hand. “The water could be contaminated.”
“I’ll take care of the animals. If I have to, I’ll get them to a pasture with clean water. I promise to get to the bottom of it.”
“Please, Bree, don’t put yourself in danger. I can’t lose you again.”
“Mama, I’m not going anywhere.” She couldn’t leave her mother and the family ranch. Not when they needed her most. She’d run away from her responsibilities once. She wouldn’t do it again. She was done running. When her mother and Ray were well, and the ranch was running smoothly, she’d turn herself into the authorities for the murder of her stepfather. Until then, she had a job to do.
She didn’t linger at the hospital. With animals to check on and the source of the poison to determine, she had to get a move on before dark.
As she left the hospital and drove northwest toward Eagle Rock, her thoughts returned to the man she’d seen in the airport and her heart ached.
Somehow, she’d have to keep her distance from Angus McKinnon. When she pulled the plug on her crime, she didn’t want him anywhere near her. He didn’t deserve the taint of her offense tarnishing his stellar military career.
Angus and his brothers ditched their belongings in their old rooms at the sprawling ranch house and beat it out to the barn where they saddled up horses. Molly insisted on riding along with them, as did the ranch foreman, Parker Bailey.
When Angus started to protest, Molly gave him the same look his mother had used all those years ago when she’d been displeased with him. “Don’t you go pulling your big-brother-knows-best bullshit on me,” Molly said. “I’ve been here helping our father with the ranch while you boys have been off playing soldier for the past eight to thirteen years.”
Parker Bailey’s lips twisted, and his eyes danced. “Look out. In roars the lioness.”
Angus held up his hands. “I wasn’t going to say don’t come. I just wanted to say someone should stay with Mom to make sure she’s all right.”
“Then you stay,” Molly said. “I’m going out to look for Dad. This is the first day it’s been clear enough to get out there. I’m not wasting another minute.” She slung a saddle bag onto the back of her gray mare. “I’m carrying the first aid kit and a blanket.” She disappeared into the tack room and emerged with several hand-held radios and handed one to each of the men. “If you see or hear anything, let everyone know what and where.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Colin saluted. “When did you get so bossy?”
“If you were handing out the orders to your men, would they call you bossy?” Molly demanded.
When none of her older brothers answered, she nodded. “Right. Don’t patronize me because I’m female. I know as much, if not more, than any of you about this ranch and those mountains out there.”
Parker nodded. “She does.”
She shot an irritated glance his way and continued, “I’ve lived here the longest and learned more from our father than you. If you recall, you all were older when Dad left the service. I was a little kid. Then you all jumped ship and joined the military as soon as you graduated high school.” She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes. “Am I right?”
Angus and his brothers all nodded.
“You’re right,” Angus agreed.
She snorted, her chin rising higher. “Which makes me the one who has lived here the longest.”
“She’d got a good point,” Sebastian said.
“And damned if she doesn’t sound like Dad in full drill sergeant mode.” Colin’s lips curled into a cheeky grin.
“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Molly stared at all of them. “Sheriff Barron said Dad was assigned the canyon with the caves you boys used to camp in when you went hunting. It’s a good hour’s ride from the barn. We’re likely to run into deputies, search and rescue personnel and probably the press out there.”
“And as far as anyone has heard,” Parker added, “they haven’t found William Reed, yet. So be careful out there.”
Molly glanced down at her watch. “We have four hours until sunset.” She clapped her hands. “Don’t just stand there! Grab a firearm and saddle up.”
Minutes later, they rode out of the barnyard and out into the foothills of the Crazy Mountains.
Angus hadn’t been on a horse, except for the few occasions he’d come home on leave. After thirty minutes in the saddle, he knew he’d be sore when he got back to the house. But he powered on, his father’s whereabouts more important than his own sore ass.
The canyon spanned several miles, crossing the Iron Horse Ranch and the neighboring Wolf Creek Ranch. The closer they came to the bordering fence line, the more Angus thought about the woman in the black trench coat.
Or rather, the more he thought about Bree Lansing. His gut told him that woman in the airport had been Bree. He should have confronted her and been certain. The doubt was eating away at his concentration.
His gaze strayed from the path in front of him to the fence on the border of the two ranches. Nothing moved in the distance. Bree didn’t come riding across the pasture to declare her love. He shook himself, angry that he even had such thoughts. Hadn’t he decided to cleanse his thoughts and life of the woman? Why had he mooned after her when she’d broken his heart without so much as a Dear John letter?
The McKinnon siblings arrived at a fork in the trail. One led up one side of the canyon, the other led up the opposite side of the knee-deep creek running down the center.
The thump-thump of rotor blades echoed off the canyon walls.
Angus’s pulse quickened with flashbacks of missions he’d performed in Afghanistan, ferried by Black Hawks into hostile zones.
He looked around at the mountainous terrain and marveled at how similar the situation was, yet how vastly different.
“Parker, Colin and Duncan can take the north side,” Angus said. “Molly, Bastian and I will take the cave side.”
“Wouldn’t Dad have gone to the caves if he was looking for a convict?” Colin asked.
“Yes, but if he was swept away in the avalanche, he could be all the way across the valley on the other side,” Angus said. He didn’t add that if their father had been swept away, and he hadn’t died in the avalanche, after three days in the bitter cold, he’d have succumbed to hypothermia. They’d be lucky to find the body before all the snow melted.
Angus, Bastian and Molly started up the trail leading toward the caves. The path was clear of snow, but muddy and slippery.
“Looks like we’re not the only ones who’ve come out to search,” Parker remarked.
The trail wound around several outcroppings and through a stand of trees clinging to the side of the hill, finally opening up to the sheer rock walls and steep hills of gravel and sparse vegetation.
The helicopter that had been flying overhead now hovered over the canyon ahead, a cable hanging down from the fuselage.
A team of rescue workers and men in sheriff’s deputy uniforms clung to the side of the hill near the mouth of a cave.
Someone in a neon orange jumpsuit hooked the cable to a litter basket.
Between them and the entrance to the cave, was a flow of snow, rock and debris, blocking the horses’ path to the cave.
Angus reined in at a widening spot in the narrow trail and stared at the operation from a distance.
Molly and Parker moved in beside him. “What’s happening?” Molly squinted, staring at the group gathered on the other side.
“They have a body in the stretcher,” Angus said, his heart going to this throat. “We can’t take the horses across.” He dropped to the ground and tied his horse to a nearby scrubby bush. Without waiting for the others, he scrambled across the snow and debris, hurrying to get to the other side and find out who they were evacuating out of the canyon.
The litter rose into the air, but not before Angus could see that the body it contained was completely covered in a neon orange tarp. Completely.
His pulse thundering against his eardrums, Angus leaped to the ground on the other side of the mass of snow and rock and hurried toward the first man in uniform he came to.
He touched the man’s arm.
The man turned and frowned. “Angus McKinnon? Is that you?” Sheriff Barron held out a hand. “Good to see you.”
Angus took the hand automatically and stared at the litter rising up the cable to the helicopter. “Who’s in the basket?” he asked, his heart stopping along with his breath as he waited for the sheriff’s answer.
Molly and Parker arrived next to him and waited for the sheriff’s response.
Sheriff Barron’s lips twisted. “It’s not your father.”
All the air Angus had been holding rushed from his lungs in a sigh of relief.
“We still haven’t found James,” the sheriff said.
“Then who was in the litter?” Molly demanded.
The sheriff’s lips thinned. “William Reed. And he wasn’t killed in the avalanche. He died of a knife wound to the chest.”
“A knife wound?” Angus shook his head. “I don’t understand.”
“Someone killed him.” The sheriff held up a plastic baggy containing the murder weapon. “Recognize this?”
Angus didn’t. He turned to Molly.
She shook her head and turned to Parker. “Dad carried a knife with him all the time, but that’s not it.”
Parker nodded. “His was a Ka-Bar like the Navy SEALs carry.”
“He’s had the Ka-Bar since his time on Delta Force. A Navy SEAL friend of his gave it to him on one of their missions. He would never be parted from it.” Her voice caught, and she looked around the cave, up at the helicopter and down at the still river of snow, ice, rock and debris that flowed to the base of the canyon. “My father?” she asked, her voice no longer firm and confident.
The sheriff shook his head. “Not here.”
Angus nodded. “Not here, we can live with.” It meant they still had a chance of finding him alive.
“Do you mind if we look around?” Parker asked.
“I’m sorry, but it’s a crime scene,” the sheriff said. “We were lucky the state crime lab was very interested in Reed’s case and came out yesterday. They’ve been waiting for us to find something, anything, they could use to capture the man. Fortunately, someone else got to him before he could get away.”
“Which begs the question of who?” Angus looked around at the men combing through the cave with spotlights shining at the floor, walls and ceiling.
One squatted and scooped what might have been a bullet casing into an evidence bag.
“Search and Rescue teams have started down the flow to the base,” Sheriff Barron was saying. “They have a dog with them. If your father is down there, the dog gives us a better chance of finding him.”
Angus’s gut twisted. What the sheriff didn’t say was in what condition they should expect to find James McKinnon. He could only imagine.
He spent the next hour searching the surrounding area for any sign of James McKinnon. The SAR team assured him they would continue their search until dark.
“We’re handling the avalanche area. You might consider following the canyon toward the Iron Horse Ranch. If your father survived the avalanche, he could be on foot, working his way through the canyon back to familiar territory.”
Angus nodded. The SAR team and members of the Montana National Guard were combing over the avalanche’s pass, looking for their father. Military and rescue helicopters crisscrossed the sky. Some areas of the canyon floor were cloaked in trees and rock overhangs. It would be difficult for the helicopters to see beneath the canopies.
He keyed the mike on his radio. “I’m taking the canyon floor out to Iron Horse Ranch.”
“Be careful,” Molly replied. “If you see anything, let us know.”
She didn’t have to remind him. If he found any clue his father had passed that way, he wouldn’t hesitate to notify the others.



CHAPTER 4
Bree arrived at the ranch house with plenty of daylight left to take care of the animals and start her own investigation into the source of the poison.
She entered the house, using the key she’d kept on her key chain for thirteen years, a sad smile curling her lips. Some things never changed.
After dropping her suitcase in her old bedroom, she traded her trench coat and fleece-lined leggings for thermal underwear and jeans. She found a pair of her old cowboy boots in the closet and slipped them on her feet. They fit like well-worn gloves. Her throat tightened.
Her mother had never given up hope that her daughter would one day return home.
She should have come back years ago. If the authorities had suspected her of killing her stepfather, they would have come after her long ago. It wasn’t as if she’d disappeared or changed her name. For years, Bree had found herself wishing they would come after her, rather than living in fear they would one day show up at her door.
Not knowing what she would have to deal with, she grabbed a thick jacket, wool cap, gloves and a neck scarf, then hurried out of the house and down to the barn. It was smaller than the original but appeared to be sturdy. Someone had painted the exterior a ruddy red with white trim. It could have been a on a postcard, it was so perfect.
Bree smiled. The barn that had been there when she was a child had been worn and weathered with a few of the boards rotting out and needing to be replaced. Her stepfather never seemed to get around to repairing things. And paint? He considered it a waste of time and money, not a way to protect and preserve the wood.
Bree liked the new barn and the red paint, glad her mother had one built the way she liked it.
As she approached the paddock closest to the barn, she noticed a bay mare standing with her head down.
Bree clucked her tongue. “Hey, sweet girl.”
The horse only half-lifted her head, before letting it droop again. She moved toward a water trough near the fence, her hooves dragging across the ground.
Bree hurried over, arriving before the horse. On the ground beside the trough lay a dead red-breasted robin.
The mare lifted her head high enough to drink from the tainted pool.
“No!” Bree yelled and waved her hand, scaring the horse away from the trough. With her feet, she pushed the heavy galvanized container hard, bracing her back against the fence post. She had to rock the huge bucket several times before it finally tipped over, spilling the contents out onto the ground.
Bree hurried to the barn where she found a yellow tabby lying near the door, unmoving.
The bird, cat and the horse in the paddock were painting a picture of what was happening. The bird and horse could have eaten the same feed, but the cat wouldn’t necessarily eat the same things. The common, ingestible denominator had to be water.
Hurrying into the barn, Bree counted six horses stabled in stalls on either side of the structure. One by one, she checked the horses. They didn’t appear as affected by the poisoned water as the horse in the paddock, but then they hadn’t had access to as much of the contaminated water with only a small bucket to drink from. Still, their eyes were glassy, and they appeared lethargic when she entered each stall to remove the water buckets, setting them outside the stall until she had collected all of them. One by one she carried the buckets outside and poured all but one out on the ground. The last one she set aside and covered to keep any other animal from drinking from its contents.
Once she’d cleared the barn, she checked the chicken coop. Inside, it looked like a chicken apocalypse. Every one of the chickens lay still on the ground.
Anger surged in Bree. What had happened to poison the ranch water?
Until she discovered the source of the poison, all the animals remaining alive on the ranch were at risk. She’d have to find a safe haven for them until they resolved the problem.
With the horses all exhibiting signs of poisoning, Bree couldn’t take one of them and ride out to check on the other horses and cattle out in the fields farther away from the house.
She found a four-wheeler in a shed located at the back of the barn. Thankfully, it started up with no problem and had enough gas in the tank to get her around the ranch and back to the house.
Pulling her collar up around her neck and her wool hat over her ears, she revved the engine and took off out of the barnyard to follow the creek that fed the well servicing the house and barn.
When she found the source, she’d head to the south valley at the base of the Crazy Mountains to check on the herd. She prayed the cattle hadn’t been affected by the poisoned water. Hopefully, they were far enough away from the source of the toxin. She’d have her hands full getting the other animals away from the house and barn. She’d need to get the local vet in to find out what, if anything, they could do to treat those creatures affected that weren’t already dead.
Her heart hurt for the animals who hadn’t survived the lethal poison.
A thin layer of snow blanketed the ground. It wasn’t enough to warrant the use of a snowmobile, but it hid a lot of bumps and holes. Bree gripped the handlebars, struggling to keep hold and stay her course. The cold wind seemed to blow straight through her heavy jacket and gloves. Already, her fingers and toes felt the bite of the frigid air. Thankfully, the cold snap wasn’t supposed to last much longer, and spring would soon resume its tenuous hold on the Crazy Mountains.
The volatility of the weather was the only constant in that area of the country. Bree had known it to snow in the mountains as late as July.
As she followed the creek through the pasture, she noted several horses standing in the open, heads drooping, exhibiting little to no movement. She made a mental note to return and move those horses to a safe location…wherever that might be.
She’d gone at least half a mile without noticing anything out of the ordinary in the water. Several dead birds and one fox lay near the banks, making it apparent the stream feeding the well and barn had been contaminated. Bree had to keep following it until she found the source.
When she neared the fence separating the south valley from the pasture surrounding the barn and ranch house, she noticed an odd-shaped lump on the bank of the creek.
She slowed to a stop, climbed off the ATV and went to investigate. It could have been a large boulder buried beneath a layer of snow, but the shape and size were too uniform, almost rectangular, like a fifty-pound sack of feed.
Bree dusted the snow away and squatted next to a bag of something. As she read the lettering, her heart skipped several beats, and anger bubbled up inside, making her hot all the way out to her fingers and toes.
Arsenic.
Someone had dumped a bag of rat poison into the water running through Wolf Creek Ranch.
She straightened and pulled her cellphone from her back pocket. As she expected, she had no reception, but that’s not why she needed her phone. She quickly snapped photos of the bag and its location, before the cold completely killed her battery. Once she was certain she had the evidence in hand, she tugged the bag out of the water and away from the creek, her anger boiling over.
What sadistic bastard had poisoned the drinking water for a ranch? Why would someone do that?
To be certain there weren’t more bags of poison in the stream, she followed the fence line all the way to the cross fence bordering the south valley. She rumbled across the cattle guard and followed the stream as the elevation increased, climbing into the foothills of the Crazy Mountains. Eventually, she spotted the herd of cattle in the distance, near the fence line between the Wolf Creek and Iron Horse ranches.
As she approached, she realized they weren’t on the Wolf Creek side of the fence, but on Iron Horse land.
Her pulse picked up when she found that a barbed wire fence had been cut, the ends curling like so much concertina wire, lying across the ground.
Skirting the sharp barbs, she hesitated only a moment before she crossed over into the Iron Ranch. If those were Wolf Creek Ranch cattle, they needed to be brought back to the correct side of the fence, and the fence needed to be repaired.
Not that she could make the repairs at that time, but at least she could determine whether the cattle belonged to Wolf Creek.
Slowly, so as not to spook the herd, she eased up as close as she could get, killed the engine and dismounted.
Other than one or two skittish steers, the rest of the herd continued to push aside the snow to find the tender shoots of grass that had started to come up out of the ground before the snow had fallen and stunted their growth.
Bree walked slowly toward the herd, squinting to see the markings on the cattle. As she had suspected, they belonged on Wolf Creek.
She circled around the back of the herd, took off her helmet and wool cap and waved them at the steers nearest to her. “Whoop,” she said softly, but firmly, moving closer to the animals, hoping to drive them back through the gap in the fence. She was certain they wouldn’t stay for long, but she had to do something to bring them back in line.
When a cow broke away from the others and tried to go around her, Bree darted back, placing her body in front of the animal.
The cow switched directions and almost ran right over Bree.
Bree threw herself to the side and rolled across the snow, avoiding being trampled by a hair.
For a moment, she lay staring up at the cloud-covered sky. She couldn’t herd the cattle back through the gap in the fence on foot, and one person on an ATV wouldn’t be enough to get them back through the narrow gap. She’d need help.
She just hoped she could get someone to help. Someone who wasn’t a member of the McKinnon clan. If possible, she’d like to get Wolf Creek cattle back on their ranch, mend the fence and nobody be the wiser.
Galloping hooves made Bree bolt upright in time to see a horse charging toward her.
She threw her arm over her face and braced herself to be trampled.
Angus had followed the canyon floor all the way out of the canyon without finding any sign of his father.
He was about to turn around and head back into the canyon when he’d spotted the herd of cattle and a lone figure waving at them.
Altering his course, he headed toward the herd and the person.
When the person moving toward them took off her helmet and hat, a mass of dark brown hair spilled free, flying in the wind.
Angus’s heartbeat stuttered, and then raced ahead. The only person he knew with that glorious shade of rich brown hair was the one who’d broken his heart so many years ago.
Part of him wanted to chase her down and ask her why she hadn’t waited. The other part of him needed to ride away. He didn’t want to resurrect their past. It had hurt too much then. Repeating the pain would be foolish.
Bree waved her arms at the cattle, moving them toward the fence and what Angus could see was a break in the wire.
He’d half-turned when a rogue cow refused to be herded and broke free, running straight for the woman trying to get her to go back through the fence.
Angus froze, held his breath and waited for what would surely be Bree’s death due to being trampled by a cow that weighed ten times what she did.
Bree dove to the side, narrowly escaping being pounded into the earth by those flying hooves.
When Bree didn’t immediately get up, Angus reined his horse around and raced toward her.
He’d almost reached her when she sat up straight and turned her frightened eyes toward him.
Pulling hard on his reins, he brought his gelding to a skidding stop and flew out of the saddle, landing on the ground beside the woman he’d sworn to avoid at all costs. “Bree,” he called out, dropping to his knees beside her. “Are you all right?”
She looked up at him, her eye wide. “Angus.”
Her voice was a mere whisper of her usual tone. When she didn’t say anything else, he could only assume she’d been injured in her tumble.
He touched her legs, running his hands over each, one at a time. “Anything broken? Are you hurt?”
Neither leg felt as if it had been broken, so he moved his hands to her arms. “Talk to me, Bree,” he said, smoothing his hands over each arm, his heart beating hard against his ribs. “What hurts? Are you dizzy? Did you hit your head?”
She shook her head and reached out to capture his hands in hers. “I’m not hurt,” she finally said.
He stopped feeling for breaks and stared into her beautiful brown eyes. All the pain and longing he’d suffered seemed to return in full force. A rush of anger bubbled up and exploded. “Are you crazy? What the hell were you doing?”
“The fence…” She waved her hand toward the break in the wire. “It’s down. I was trying to get Wolf Creek cattle back in their own pasture.” She gave him a weak smile. “I think it’ll take more than me to convince them. I must have gotten rusty since I’ve been away.”
“If you needed help getting them back on their side, why didn’t you ask your ranch hands for help?”
Her lip caught between her teeth, and she shook her head. “My mother and her foreman are in the hospital.” Bree’s forehead wrinkled in a worried frown.
Angus gripped her arms, his brow furrowing. “In the hospital? What happened?”
She looked up at him, her lips forming a thin line. “They’ve been poisoned.”
“What the hell?”
Bree’s eyes pooled. “It’s awful. Mom and Ray nearly died.” Her voice hitched on a sob. “And the animals…” She shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “They’re either really sick or dead. I don’t know if some of the horses will make it.”
He’d been furiously angry, but more than that, he’d been scared. He pulled her into his arms and held her tightly for a moment. “Oh, baby, I’m sorry.”
Her fingers curled into his shirt, and she leaned her forehead against him. “I have to get the animals away from the ranch. They’ll die if they stay.
“Then why are you trying to get your cattle back on your place?”
She leaned back, her brow dipping. “They don’t belong on the Iron Horse Ranch. They aren’t a McKinnon responsibility.” Bree inhaled deeply and leaned away.
Angus’s arms fell to his sides. “You know neighbors help each other when they need it.”
Bree looked away. “I didn’t want to bother you.”
She didn’t want to bother him. Bree didn’t have to get specific. Angus knew.
His jaw tightened. “No matter how you feel about me or any other McKinnon, you can’t let the animals suffer.” He tipped his head toward the cattle. “They can’t go back to Wolf Creek until the problem is resolved.”
She opened her mouth to protest, but then must have thought about it, and closed it again. “I’ll ask the Johnsons if we can move the herd to their property.”
The return of anger pushed heat up Angus’s neck into his face, but he gritted his teeth and held it in check. “The cattle are already on Iron Horse Ranch,” he said. “Let them stay. And we’ll help you get the other animals to safety as well.”
Bree’s chin touched her chest. “I can’t impose on you.”
“You damn sure can,” Angus said, his voice harsh.
When Bree flinched, Angus’s anger melted. “Look, Bree, whatever happened between us doesn’t matter right now. What matters is making your mother, your foreman and your animals safe and well. Let me help.” He drew in a breath and let it out. God, was he crazy? He could very well be setting himself up for another round heartache.
Bree chewed on her bottom lip, making Angus want to bend down and kiss it to keep her from worrying. Back when they’d been young and in love, he’d always kissed away her worried expression. He had never been able to stand seeing her upset. Now was no different. He still felt the same.
But she didn’t.
Something had changed after he’d left. Bree obviously had fallen out of love with him. People did. Perhaps she’d outgrown her childhood infatuation.
He’d told himself he’d gotten over her years ago. The way he wanted to hold her, wipe away her tears and chase away fears told him that was a lie.
Changing her mind wasn’t an option, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was the welfare of the residents of Wolf Creek Ranch.
With a sigh, he spoke softly, “Let us help. If not for you, then for your mother and the animals.”
With her shoulders back and her chin tipped up, her gaze turned toward Wolf Creek and the cattle that hadn’t gone anywhere near the hole in the fence and were safely on Iron Horse Ranch. She didn’t answer for a long time, but finally, her shoulders slumped. “Okay. For the animals and Mom.”
Not her.
It was a start.
“And you can’t stay at Wolf Creek, either,” he went on.
“I’ll find a place in town.”
“You’d be better off staying close, in case you need to be here for the animals. You can stay at our house.”
Before he finished speaking, Bree was shaking her head. “No. I’ll find a place in town.”
“What if a horse or a cow needs to be cared for through the night? Do you trust us to do it?”
Her lowered brows formed a V over her nose. “I’ll take care of them. It’s enough that you’re letting them stay here.”
“Then you’ll have to be close enough to care for them. My mother will insist on your staying with us. Unless it bothers you that I’ll be there.” He braced himself for the answer he suspected to be true.
Bree frowned up at him. “Why are you even home?”
He tilted his head, looking at her anew. “You haven’t heard?”
She shook her head. “I just got back to town. Heard what?”
“My father is missing. All the McKinnon brothers are back to help find him.”
Her eyes widened. “Oh, sweet Jesus, I’m so sorry.” She reached out to touch his arm. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“I don’t think so. We have a lot of people looking for him.”
She continued to shake her head. “You and your family have enough to contend with. You don’t need to be bothered with our problems. I’ll manage without your help.” Bree turned toward the fence. “If you don’t mind the cattle being here, I’ll bring them back to our ranch as soon as I take care of the toxins.”
Angus grabbed her arm and pulled her back to face him. “Bree,” he said, the feel of her name on his lips bringing back a slew of memories he’d thought he’d forgotten. “My mother needs something…no, someone…to keep her mind off my father’s disappearance. Please, let her help you. And it won’t take long to get your animals off the property.”
She stared down at the hand on her arm. “I don’t want to get in the way of you finding your father.”
He gave her a fleeting half of a smile. “They have the National Guard, the sheriff’s department and the Montana Search and Rescue people all looking for my father. Between all of us, we’ll find him. In the meantime, let us help you and your mother.”
Again she chewed on her lip and finally nodded. “I can’t do it alone.”
“No, you can’t,” he said. “And you can’t stay at Wolf Creek until the poison has been found.”
“I found a bag of rat poison in the creek above the house and barn.”
“You can’t stay at the ranch house until the poison has been neutralized. And you might not have found all of it.” He narrowed his eyes and gave her a stern glance. “You’re staying with us. I’ll go back with you to your house to collect your things.”
“That won’t be necessary,” she said. “I can get there on my own.”
His lips firmed. “I want to see where you found the bag of poison. What if whoever dumped it there decides to strike again? Your neighbors, hell, everyone in a one-hundred-mile radius needs to know what to be on the lookout for. We could all have the same problem and not yet know it.”
“I suppose you’re right.” She shot a glance toward his horse. “I don’t want you to risk your horse’s health by taking him over there.
Angus glanced around and noticed the helmet on the ground. “How did you get here? Four-wheeler?”
She nodded.
Before she could protest, he took the bridle off his horse and smacked his butt, sending him toward the barn. “Go on!” he called out.
“Why did you do that?” Bree asked.
“He’ll find his way home. It’s feeding time.”
“Are you walking all the way back to your place?”
He shook his head. “No, I’m riding with you.”



CHAPTER 5
A ll the air left Bree’s lungs. “Riding with me?” she squeaked.
He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” He scooped the helmet and wool cap from the ground and fitted them over her head, looping the helmet’s strap beneath her chin. “Come on. We’ll run out of daylight before too long. We need to get the animals to safety before then.” He started toward the four-wheeler on the other side of the fence. As he walked, he waved his hands, shooing the cattle away from the gap and deeper into Iron Horse Ranch.
“But…” Bree said, knowing she might as well be spitting in the wind.
Angus wasn’t listening. He hadn’t changed all that much after all. Back when they’d been kids, he’d get an idea in his head and there was no talking him out of it. Her lips twitched. Jumping off the cliff at the lake had been one of those crazy ideas that could have gotten him killed. But he’d survived, and she’d lost a couple years off her life worrying about him.
She followed a little more slowly. The thought of riding double on a four-wheeler with Angus was too much. How was she supposed to keep her distance from him when their bodies would be bounced against each other all the way back to the ranch? The ride would take well over thirty minutes.
Her heart skipped several beats, and her pulse pounded hard against her eardrums.
Angus nodded toward the ATV. “Do you want to drive, or do you want me to do the honors?”
All Bree could thing was, Which way would spur the least amount of desire?
Sweet Jesus, how was she going to hold it together? Should she ride in the back with her arms around his waist, or have him right in the back with his arms around her waist? Both options were going to kill her either way.
“I’ll drive,” she said and slipped her leg over the seat.
Angus settled on the seat behind her, but he didn’t wrap his arms around her waist. Not that it mattered. His thighs enveloped hers, making her warm in the freezing wind.
She started the engine and hit the throttle, jerking the four-wheeler into motion.
Suddenly, Angus flew off the back of the vehicle.
She barely had time to feel the cold on her legs, before Angus ran, leapfrogged onto the seat and grabbed her around the middle. This time, he held on tightly, his chest pressed to her back, his thighs clamped around hers.
Bree’s breath caught and held in her lungs. Thirteen years melted away. For a moment, she felt as if they were the teens who’d roamed the countryside on horseback and four-wheelers, laughing, smiling and loving each other like there was no tomorrow.
Angus’s arms shifted, and his hands clamped over hers, just in time to jerk the handlebars and keep them from running headlong into a tree.
Crap! She had to get her head on straight, or she’d kill them both. Bree wrapped her gloved fingers around the handles and squared her shoulders. They weren’t teenagers anymore. They’d gone in two different directions—Angus into the Army, Bree to Alaska to avoid being charged with the murder of her stepfather.
She had to remember that and not fall in love all over again with Angus.
Sadly, she suspected she’d never fallen out of love with the man, and likely never would.
Doing her best to focus on the task at hand, she steered the ATV toward the pasture closer to the ranch house. Soon, she crossed the cattle guard and pulled to a stop beside the creek where she’d found the bag of arsenic.
Angus slid off the back and held out his hand to her.
She ignored the outstretched arm and hurried over to the bag of rat poison.
Angus squatted next to the evidence, his face set in grim lines. “Who would do this? Does your mother have any enemies?”
Bree shook her head. “Mom never had a bad word to say about anyone.”
His lips quirked upward for a brief second. “She usually only had good to say about anyone. Even cranky Old Man Roderick.”
Bree’s face softened. “She was the only one would could get that curmudgeon to smile.” Her jaw hardened. “She was always too nice.” To a fault. Especially toward her abusive husband. She’d let him bully her endlessly.
Finally, Bree had had enough and stood up to him on her mother’s behalf. That had been the beginning of the end of her dreams of a future with Angus.
“We have to show this to the sheriff.” The man of her dreams straightened. “There might be a way to lift prints off the bag.”
She nodded toward several horses slowly moving toward them as if expecting them to give them feed or hay. “For now, I need to get those horses out of this pasture. Already, they aren’t looking so good.”
As if to prove Bree’s statement, a sorrel mare stumbled, righted herself and stopped for a moment before continuing toward them.
“Let them follow us to the barn,” Angus said. “Once we get them there, we can load them into a trailer and move them to Iron Horse Ranch.”
“I’ve dumped out the water buckets and troughs,” Bree said.
“Good,” Angus said. “That will keep them from ingesting more of the poison, as long as we keep them from drinking creek water. Too bad we don’t have a bucket of grain to entice them with.”
“I have an idea,” Bree said. “You drive. I’ll ride on the back, just go slow enough for the horses to keep up.”
Angus slung his leg over the seat and scooted forward.
Bree slipped on behind him, removed her helmet and held it like a bucket. Then she tapped the side and clucked her tongue. “Come and get it. Supper is waiting at the ranch. Come on.” She tapped the helmet again and held it out to the two or three horses closing in on them. “Go,” she said to Angus.
He thumbed the throttle lever, easing forward a little at a time until the horses caught on and followed the ATV, trying to catch up for a chance at a fake bucket of grain that happened to be a helmet.
The ruse worked. Other horses in the pasture trotted over to see what all the excitement was and fell in step behind the leaders.
Bree held onto the helmet with one arm while her other arm looped around Angus’s rock-hard abs.
He’d been in good shape in high school, but nothing like he was now—all hard planes and thick muscles.
Several times, Bree found herself wondering what he looked like beneath his thick jacket, blue jeans and long underwear. How would those muscles feel against her bare hands, or better, against her bare breasts?
The ATV hit a pothole on the dirt road leading toward the house.
Bree fumbled with the helmet and almost lost her hold on Angus.
Angus wrapped his hand around hers, keeping her from falling off the back.
When they arrived in the barnyard, he brought the four-wheeler to a halt and killed the engine.
Bree leaped off and filled her lungs with air.
The horses crowded around.
“I’ll get a bucket of grain to lead them into the barn,” she said.
Angus reached out and grabbed the halter of one of the geldings standing nearby. “Don’t let them eat it, just in case someone dropped arsenic in the feed as well.”
Bree nodded. “Right.” Then she ducked into the barn, filled a bucket with enough grain to make it rattle and came back out to the pasture.
Immediately, she was surrounded by hungry horses.
“All we really need to do is pen them in a smaller corral that doesn’t have access to the water and call the vet.”
“Until we know for certain what all contains toxins, I don’t think it’s safe for the animals to stay here,’ Angus said. “We can get them in a smaller corral, but we need to get them out of here until this place has had all poison removed.”
Pressing her palms to her cheeks, Bree stared around at the horses. The ranch had at least a dozen horses. How would they move that many before sundown?
“Do you mind if I use the phone?” he asked. “Cellphone coverage is nonexistent out here.”
She waved her hand toward the barn. “There’s a phone in the barn in the tack room.”
He disappeared into the barn.
Bree checked on the horse in the small pasture she’d seen outside first. She still stood on all four hooves but swayed unsteadily.
Tears welled in Bree’s eyes. “How could someone do this to you?” And her mother and Ray? The person responsible had to have known exactly what he was doing?
Why? Why would someone purposely poison the people and animals of the Wolf Creek Ranch? Bree racked her brain and came up with nothing. She’d been gone too long to know what was going on other than what her mother had gossiped about during her weekly calls home.
Her heart burned in her chest. What if she’d been too late? What if her mother had died from the poison?
Bree couldn’t have lived with herself for staying gone for so long. She should have come home long ago.
“The vet is on his way out. My brothers are on their way with horse trailers and trucks. I take it you have a horse trailer here?”
She nodded. “Behind the barn,” she said, overwhelmed at how quickly Angus took charge. “I don’t think we’ll be able to move this one.” She stood beside the very sick horse and ran her hand over the animal’s neck, her heart breaking for the mare.
“That’s why I’m having the vet meet us here to determine what needs to be done.” He ran his hand over the animal’s neck, shaking his head. “She looks bad. See here? She’s bleeding from the nose.”
“I’m afraid for her,” Bree whispered.
The mare swayed again. Her knees buckled, and she dropped to the ground.
“Sweet Jesus,” Bree muttered, squatting beside the mare. “Hang in there. The vet’s on his way.” She smoothed a hand along the animal’s neck, a tear slipping from her eye.
The mare’s breathing was fast and shallow, as if she couldn’t get enough air. Another string of blood oozed from her nose.
“Will you be okay here?” Angus asked. “I’m going to get the horse trailer hitched and load some of the less affected horses for the move to Iron Horse.”
Bree nodded. “I’ll be okay.” The mare beside her probably wouldn’t make it through the night, but Bree would.
For the next ten minutes, Bree stayed with the ailing mare while Angus hooked up the trailer and started loading the healthier horses.
The veterinarian arrived, checked the mare with Bree and shook his head. “I’ll treat her, but she might be too far gone.”
Bree understood. Having grown up on a ranch, she knew not all the animals survived. But to die like this, broke her heart. “Please. Do what you can.”
He treated the mare for rat poison based on Angus’s and Bree’s description of the bag they’d found by the creek. “The horses already displaying symptoms will have the hardest time recovering,” he advised. “They’ll need to be kept calm. Any injuries could cause them to bleed out internally.”
Once he’d administered the medication that would counteract the anti-coagulant, he moved on to the horses Angus had loaded. One by one, he examined the horses and treated them so that Angus could continue loading them into the trailer.
A truck pulled into the barnyard with a six-horse trailer in tow.
Duncan, Colin and Sebastian McKinnon dropped down. Bree barely recognized them. All had matured into bold, brawny men with broad shoulders and thick muscles.
Bree rubbed the mare’s neck again. “Get well.” There wasn’t much more she could do but pray. Other horses that had more of a chance of surviving needed her help. Squaring her shoulders, she approached the McKinnon men. “Thank you for coming.”
All three men stared at her with hard eyes.
Colin was first to speak. “We’re here to help your mother and the animals.”
Not you.
He didn’t say it, but the looks on all three brothers’ faces said it all.
Shame and self-loathing burned a hole in Bree’s belly. Apparently, they still held a grudge against her for breaking their big brother’s heart thirteen years ago. She couldn’t hold that against them. She deserved their ire and more. She’d broken her promise to wait for Angus to come home after his advanced training.
More than likely, his brothers had been there when he’d come back from training. They could have been the ones to break the news that she’d left Montana soon after he had.
The night Bree had left home, she’d only planned to go to Eagle Rock, rent a place to live and wait for Angus’s return. But things hadn’t worked out that way.
Bree sighed and went to work catching the rest of the horses to be loaded into the trailers.
Once the remaining horses had been secured to the fence and the vet had treated them, the McKinnon brothers loaded the animals onto the waiting trailers.
Bree and the vet checked on the mare several times. She remained on the ground, her breathing labored.
The vet shook his head. “I wouldn’t hold out much hope for her.”
With the sun covered by a layer of clouds, darkness settled over the mountains with no stars or moon to light their progress.
Colin left with a trailer load of horses, promising to return as soon as possible.
Sebastian left with the second trailer.
Bree found the wheelbarrow, gloves and a shovel and went to work cleaning up the dead chickens and cat, loading them in the wheelbarrow. Angus joined her, lifting one carcass after another.
They couldn’t be left lying around. If another animal scavenged them, they’d be poisoned as well.
Sheriff Barron arrived between loads of horses, the lines in his face deep, his cheeks a ruddy red from the cold wind. “I would have been here sooner, but I’ve been up in the canyon searching.”
Duncan and Angus hurried toward him.
The sheriff held up a hand before either man could ask. “We haven’t found your father.”
Bree’s throat clenched as she watched the brothers exchange a glance. Their faces were stone hard.
As tough as James McKinnon had been on his children, he’d loved them fiercely, and they’d loved him just as much. Not knowing what had happened to him had to be the worst kind of torment.
Bree had always envied their love. She couldn’t remember her father, or his love. And her stepfather had been a colossal ass, abusive and uncaring if he hurt her.
They hadn’t found James McKinnon. As long as they didn’t find a body, there was still hope that they’d find the patriarch alive. Bree touched Angus’s arm. She didn’t say it, but she looked up at him willing him comfort he probably didn’t want from her.
“They’ve called off the search for the night,” the sheriff said. “They’ll be back at it in the morning,”
“The dog didn’t find anything?” Duncan asked.
Sheriff Barron nodded. “As a matter of fact, the dog found a glove.”
The two brothers leaned toward him as he pulled an evidence bag out of his pocket and held it up. “Can you identify this glove as your father’s.”
The disappointment was evident in Angus’s slumped shoulders. “It’s a work glove like the kind we get at the feed and hardware stores. Every rancher in the county has gloves like this one.”
“The best we can do is run a DNA test on it,” the sheriff said. “But that will take time.”
“Even if they can identify it as my father’s, what does that tell us?” Duncan asked.
The sheriff’s lips thinned. “That he was in the canyon and might still be.”
“Under the snow and rocks,” Angus said, his tone flat, his expression harsh.
Bree tried to suck air into her lungs but couldn’t. She pressed a hand to her chest, suddenly overwhelmed with what was happening. She stumbled over to the pasture where the mare lay on the ground and slipped through the fence rails.
When she knelt on the ground beside the mare, she could tell before she touched the animal that she was dead.
Tears slid down Bree’s cheeks. She sat back on her heels and sobbed silently. It was all too much. Her mother could have died, the animals had, and James McKinnon could be lying beneath an avalanche of snow and rock, trapped and dead or dying. Bree couldn’t undo what had happened.
A hand settled on her shoulder.
Angus dropped to his haunches and pulled her into his arms. “We’ll take care of the body before your mother comes home,” he promised.
“Who would do this?” she whimpered. “This is nothing short of murder.”
“You’re cold and tired. Let’s get you home.”
She looked up at him through a swell of tears. “I am home.”
“My home,” he corrected. “You can’t stay here. This place isn’t safe until someone figures out how to decontaminate the water.”
“A representative of the CDC will be out in the morning.” Sheriff Barron leaned over the top rail of the fence. “They’ll want to determine the extent of the damage and come up with a plan for containment and cleanup. In the meantime, Angus is right. You can’t stay here.”
Bree let Angus pull her to her feet. She cast one last glance at the dead mare and left her lying on the cold hard ground.
Her fingers clenched into a fist. She’d find who’d done this and make them pay—before she turned herself in for killing her stepfather.



CHAPTER 6
When Colin and Sebastian returned to Wolf Creek Ranch with empty trailers, it took Angus and everyone else to load the remaining horses as quickly as possible.
The jet stream continued to blow icy air down from the north, making them all cold and miserable. Sheriff Barron and the veterinarian left after all the horses were treated and accounted for.
Though Angus had suggested Bree wait in the truck cab with the heater on, she’d insisted on checking all the nooks and crannies of the barn and outbuildings for any other animals that might have been affected.
When the last horse was loaded, Angus asked. “Who’s riding with me?”
Colin, Sebastian and Duncan all shook their heads and silently walked to the Iron Horse Ranch truck without looking at Bree. Parker Bailey was already in the driver’s seat.
“Guess that answers that question,” Angus muttered. He helped Bree into the front seat of the Wolf Creek Ranch pickup. “Don’t let my brothers’ rudeness bother you.”
“I can’t say that it doesn’t bother me, but I don’t hold it against them,” she said softly. “They care about you, and I hurt you.”
Angus forced a shrug. “That was a long time ago. We’ve both grown up and moved on.”
She looked out the side window, her face turned away from him, but her sad expression perfectly reflected in the glass. “Yeah. Moved on,” she whispered.
“Where did you end up? My mother said you’d moved to Alaska.”
Bree nodded. “I’ve been in Juneau.”
He shot a glance her way. “What made you want to go there? I thought you wanted to see the world and travel to exotic places. Alaska, maybe, but not for thirteen years.”
She shrugged. “I just did. What does it matter, anyway?”
Her response was clipped and guarded. Apparently, she didn’t want to talk about it.
Which was fine with Angus. They would only be together until the contaminants had been cleaned up. In fact, he didn’t have to hang around her once they got to Iron Horse. His mother would welcome her with open arms. And taking care of Bree would give his mother something to do to keep her mind off her husband.
Angus didn’t try to strike up another conversation. The rest of the drive to the Iron Horse Ranch was completed in silence.
When they arrived, the lights were shining in the barnyard. His brothers jumped down from the truck and went to work unloading the horses from the trailer into a small paddock close to the barn.
Angus pulled in beside the other truck and trailer and shifted into park. He turned to Bree. “You’re welcome to stay here as long as you need to. I won’t bother you, and if my brothers are rude, let me know. As it is, I’ll have a talk with them.”
Bree shook her head. “No. Don’t say anything. I can handle it.”
His jaw firmed. “The point is, you shouldn’t have to handle it. You’re a guest. They should treat you with respect.”
She glanced down at her hands. “Really, I would rather you didn’t talk to them. Please.”
Angus frowned and hesitated. “Okay, but if they pull any bullshit in front of me, I’ll call them on it.” He pushed open his door and dropped down from the truck.
Before he could get around to the other side to open her door for her, Bree was down and hurrying to the trailer.
Colin joined Angus at the side of the truck. “Why did you bring her here?”
Angus glared at his brother. “It’s what neighbors do.”
“After what she did to you?” Colin’s brow furrowed. “Are you crazy?”
“What did she do?” Angus asked, keeping his tone low so that Bree wouldn’t hear their conversation. “So, she didn’t stick around for my return. Perhaps she saved us both from making the biggest mistake of our lives. We were too young to get married. Too young to make that kind of commitment.”
Colin’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I was here when you came home from training and she wasn’t here. You nearly went AWOL. She messed you up, dude. Don’t let her do it to you again.”
Angus grunted. “Don’t worry. I’ve been around that block. I know what I’m doing.”
Colin shook his head. “Do you?”
Bree appeared, leading a gelding around the side of the trailer toward the barn.
Angus gritted his teeth and waited for Bree to pass. “This conversation is over,” he said. “Don’t bring it up again.”
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Colin said and walked to the back of the trailer.
Once the horses had been situated in the paddock, Angus hooked Bree’s elbow and led her up the back porch and into the house. She held back a little, as if she didn’t want to cross the threshold.
Angus didn’t give her the option to back out. “Mom, we have a guest.”
His mother appeared wiping her hands on a dishtowel. “Bree, honey, come on in. The boys told me you’d be staying the night. I have a room prepared, and supper’s on the table.”
“Please. I don’t want you to go to all the trouble. I’ll be gone as soon as Wolf Creek is safe for my mother and Ray to return.” Bree’s bottom lip trembled.
Hannah McKinnon wrapped her arms around Bree. “I’m so sorry for what happened to them. I called the hospital to check up on them. The nurse’s station wouldn’t give me details, but the nurse on duty did say they were recovering. Thank the Lord.” Angus’s mother pushed Bree to arm’s length. “You look exhausted. Let’s get some food into you and get you to bed.”
Hannah McKinnon was a force to be reckoned with.
“I need to wash up before I get anywhere near a kitchen,” Bree insisted.
“Come with me.” Angus took her elbow and led her to the first-floor bathroom. He turned on the water and let it run until it warmed. Then he handed her a bar of soap. “Need help?”
She shook her head but stood for a long moment, holding the soap and staring at the water running into the sink. “All those animals…dead.”
Angus took her dirty hands in his. “You need to stay strong to work through this. Your mother is depending on you. We can help, but she needs you, too.” He guided her hands beneath the water and rubbed soap into her palms.
Finally, she scrubbed at her fingers, taking control of herself. “I’m okay,” she said. “I’ll be fine. I’m just tired.”
He rinsed his own hands, dried them on a towel and then handed her a dry towel for herself. “You’re allowed to be tired. It’s been a grueling day. Now, come on. We can fuel our bodies. Tomorrow might prove to be as much of a challenge as today. We need to figure out who put that poison in the creek.”
Bree dried her hands
When Angus turned to the door, Bree reached out. “You don’t have to get involved. You and your family have already done enough.”
Angus stared down at the hand on his arm, his pulse pounding. Every ounce of his being begged him to take her into his arms and kiss the worry lines from her forehead.
But she wasn’t his to kiss. She’d chosen not to be with him thirteen years ago. Kissing her now might get him slapped in the face.
He cleared his throat. “We have to find out who did this to Wolf Creek. What if he tries the same tactic on the Iron Horse Ranch? None of the people in this area will be safe until he’s found and put in jail.”
Bree nodded. “When you put it that way, it makes sense.”
“It’s not just your problem. It’s a problem to all of us.”
“Dinner’s getting cold,” Angus’s mother called out from the kitchen.
Angus’s lips twitched. “We can’t keep my mother’s pot roast waiting.” He turned and waved Bree past him then fell in step beside her, his hand naturally resting at the small of her back.
Like old times.
But these weren’t old times. Those times were long dead and gone.
“Thank you for supper,” Bree said as she helped carry dishes to the sink.
“Don’t you worry about the dishes. Molly and I can handle them. You look exhausted. Get a hot shower and go to bed.”
Bree shook her head. “You have to be as tired as I am. I can’t imagine what you’re going through with your husband missing.” She set the dishes on the counter beside the sink and hugged Angus’s mother. “I’m so sorry.”
“I’m sorry my family was less than hospitable to you,” she said.
“They were fine,” Bree lied. Dinner had been awkward and stilted. None of the McKinnons, except for the matriarch, had much to say to Bree. Colin, Sebastian, Duncan and Molly either glared at her or avoided her altogether.
“They weren’t fine,” Mrs. McKinnon said. “If they were still children, I’d turn them over my knee and swat them good.”
Her words brought a smile to Bree’s face, which quickly melted away. “They’re worried about their father.”
“It’s more than that. You and I know that,” she insisted. “But the past is in the past. We have to deal with the present. We’re all living through a difficult time. We shouldn’t be fighting with each other. We should be working together to figure out what’s going on.”
Molly brought a stack of plates into the kitchen, skirted her mother and Bree, and set them in the sink and returned to the dining room.
Mrs. McKinnon shot a glance at her daughter and back to Bree. “Case in point.”
Bree touched her arm. “Really. I’m fine. I’m not here to change anyone’s mind. I just need a place to stay, and then I’ll be out of your lives.”
“Oh, sweetie, you’ll always be a part of our lives. You don’t live in such a small community and forget those you’ve watched grow up from the moment they were born. Your mother and I have been friends for a long time. That hasn’t changed.”
Bree’s face hardened. “Even when she was married to Greg?”
Mrs. McKinnon stared into her face, her own growing still. “She wouldn’t accept my help.”
Bree touched her arm. “Don’t… She wouldn’t accept mine either. Greg was a bastard. He convinced Mom she was to blame for his violent mood swings.”
“Your mother is a saint. How could she believe she was the reason for his abusive behavior?”
“He was a master manipulator.”
“But you saw through him?”
Bree’s gut twisted. “Not at first. But when I did, he lost his control over me.”
“I can imagine he didn’t take it well.” Mrs. McKinnon hugged her. “I hope he didn’t hurt you.”
Bree didn’t respond.
Angus’s mother gripped her arms and stared into her eyes for a long moment. “I was glad when he died in that barn fire. I think the entire community was glad. Mostly for Hannah. She deserved so much better.”
Bree’s pulse thumped hard in her veins and her gaze fell away. “I’d better get a shower and get some sleep. I need to meet with the CDC tomorrow to figure out what has to be done to decontaminate the water. And I need to mend a fence to keep our cows from getting back onto Wolf Creek Ranch until the toxins are removed.” She drew a deep breath and looked at Angus’s mother again. “I hope they find your husband alive.”
Mrs. McKinnon nodded, her eyes filling. “I’ve never been long without my James.” She rubbed her hands over her arms. “I know he’s out there somewhere. I feel it in my bones. We just have to find him.”
Bree hugged the woman she’d always hoped to have as a mother-in-law. Then she left the kitchen and climbed the stairs to the second floor.
Molly met her at the top, her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Mom wanted you to be in the yellow room.” She turned and led her to the second door to the right of the staircase and flung open the door. “Let me know if you need anything.”
The youngest McKinnon left Bree to figure her own way around the bedroom and down the hallway to the bathroom. Which suited Bree fine. She needed time to herself to digest all that had happened.
She sat on the bed with its soft yellow comforter and stared around at the room.
Thirteen years of self-imposed exile and she’d come back to Montana only to end up under the same roof as the man she’d loved for as long as she could remember. The man she could never have without ruining his life.
She’d destroyed her own life all those years ago. She had no business devastating his.
A knock on the door made her jump and her heart pound. Was it him? “Yes?” she squeaked, cleared her throat and forced out a more normal, “Come in.”
The door swung open and Mrs. McKinnon stood in the doorway with a stack of clothes in her hands. “I didn’t see you carry anything into the house. I assume you need some night clothes and something to wear while I wash the clothes you’re wearing.”
“Mrs. McKinnon, that’s very kind of you, but I can’t impose on you. You have enough on your hands not to be bothered with washing my clothes. I can do that when I get back to Wolf Creek.”
The older woman smiled and set the clothes on the end of the bed. “Your being here is keeping me busy.” As she straightened, her smile disappeared. “I need to be busy.”
Bree could understand her desire to keep moving. When Bree had left Montana, she’d taken what little money she had, which hadn’t been much, and had driven to Seattle where she’d purchased a ticket on a ferry headed for Alaska. The ticket had taken the majority of the cash she’d had left.
When she’d arrived in Juneau, she’d only had enough money for one week’s rent. Thankfully, it had been summer and the tourism season had been in full swing. She’d obtained a job as a waitress in one of the cafés and had earned enough money in tips to pay for the next week’s rent and then the next.
The days had been long and exhausting. Her heart had hurt for leaving her home, but she’d kept busy. Making a living had proven to be a challenge in the small city, but she’d done whatever it took to keep a roof over her head and food in her belly.
Days went by, years passed. She’d never gotten over the pain of leaving Montana and not being there for when Angus had returned. Eventually, the ache had dulled into a numb awareness she could never forget.
So many times she’d wondered how he was. She’d called her mother at least once a month to check on her and get the gossip. Sometimes, she’d spoken of the McKinnons and what she’d learned of Angus. But Bree had never asked about him. She wasn’t sure how she’d feel if she’d heard he’d married and had half a dozen children who looked just like him.
They’d always dreamed of having a large family. Bree had wished him all the happiness but hadn’t wanted to know about it. Hearing about his life would’ve made her life so much more incomplete and depressing.
Mrs. McKinnon laid the pile of clothing on the bed and stood for a moment, looking at Bree. “I wanted you to know…” She stared down at her hands and then back up. “I don’t hold grudges. The past is in the past and should remain there.”
Bree’s eyes welled with tears. “Thank you.”
Angus’s mother turned toward the door, stopped and faced her again. “All I ask is, please, don’t break his heart again.”
Bree nodded, unable to voice anything past the lump clogging her throat.
Mrs. McKinnon left the room, closing the door softly behind her.
Tears slipped down Bree’s cheeks. She buried her face in her hands and let the storm of feelings wash over her. The day had been hard physically and emotionally.
Coming home had been more difficult than she could have imagined.
Her best bet would be to get her mother’s ranch back up and running, her mother well and then get the hell out of Montana. Staying would only cause her more heartache.
But now that she was back, she couldn’t abandon her responsibility to her family and to the truth. Running was no longer an option. She prayed she’d have enough time to help her mother before the law caught up to her and figured out what she’d done.



CHAPTER 7
A ngus paced the bedroom that had been his growing up. Nothing had prepared him for losing his father and seeing Bree again.
After James McKinnon had been missing for three nights in the freezing cold, they couldn’t hold out much hope that they’d find their father alive. Not knowing would always leave that little niggle of doubt.
What if he’d been injured in the avalanche, survived but remained confused He could be wandering around the forest, lost and unable to find his way back.
The man had survival instincts ingrained into every bone of his body. He’d find a way to live, if he hadn’t perished in the landslide. They could be looking in the wrong place.
The sound of a door opening and closing in the hallway made Angus’s heartbeat kick up a notch, redirecting his thoughts to the woman in the room next to his.
Bree.
For the past thirteen years, he’d fought to erase her memory from his mind and heart. He’d failed miserably. Dating other women had only made him think of her more. He’d compared each lady to his first love, and they’d come up short. One date with a woman who wasn’t Bree, and he’d been certain he couldn’t go out with her again.
If she wasn’t Bree, she wasn’t the right one for him.
Which didn’t make any sense or help him to get on with his life.
Bree didn’t want him. She’d moved on shortly after he’d left for training. He’d received one letter from her, filled with love and longing…and then nothing. Not a Dear John or a Thanks, but no thanks.
He’d written to his mother, asking if Bree had been in an accident. His mother had written back that Bree had left Montana to parts unknown, leaving no explanation or forwarding address for anyone, including her mother.
For a long time, Angus worried she’d been kidnapped. At his most frantic point, he’d considered going AWOL in order to search for her.
Then he’d heard from his mother that Bree had been in contact with her mother and was indeed alive and well. Her mother had told his mother Bree wasn’t coming home. She suspected it had to do with Greg Hemming, her mother’s husband—he’d died in a barn fire around the same time as Bree’s departure.
As far as Angus was concerned, the death of Bree’s stepfather had been a godsend. There had been many times Angus had wanted to punch the man’s lights out.
Hemming had been physically and mentally abusive to his wife and stepdaughter. Why they’d put up with him, he’d never understood.
Angus had suspected that Karen Hemming had nowhere else to go. The ranch had belonged to Greg. If she’d taken her daughter and left him, they’d have had nothing. Jobs were always scarce in the small town of Eagle Rock. They’d have had to move to a bigger city. Likely, she’d had no money of her own.
Escaping Greg Hemming would’ve explained why Bree would leave home and not wait for Angus to return from training. But after Greg Hemming had died, why hadn’t Bree returned to Montana?
Nothing made sense. At least to Angus. At the time, all he’d been able to focus on was the fact Bree hadn’t been there when he’d returned from training.
His heart still hurt when he thought about his homecoming. Without her there, he’d been desperate to get back to the military. He’d ended up volunteering for additional training, opting for the elite Ranger training. When he’d excelled there, he’d been recommended for a position in the even more exclusive Delta Force.
He hadn’t been looking for the glory of being a part of the best of the best. Angus had wanted to be immersed in the action. Anything to keep moving. When he’d sat still too long, he’d thought too much about Bree and all he’d lost when she’d gone.
Delta Force had been his salvation. There, he’d developed friendships with men who would become his brothers in arms. He’d give his life for any one of them. On many occasions, he’d risked his life to save one or more of them.
His connection with his team had helped him fill the void Bree had left in his heart. Not completely, but their friendship and loyalty had helped restore his faith in humanity, if not women.
Angus shoved a hand through his hair and stared at the door. He needed a shower and sleep. He’d been awake for two days. Ever since he’d learned of his father’s disappearance, he’d been beside himself with worry. That lack of sleep was catching up with him. Still, the thought of being so close to Bree made his pulse race and his thoughts spin.
Grabbing his shaving kit, he opened the door to his room.
At the same time, the door directly across the hall opened and a cloud of steam escaped, leaving Bree standing in the doorframe, her dark hair lying in long wet strands around her shoulders, her pale cheeks flushed a rosy pink from the shower.
She wore flannel pajamas, the shirt and pants too big and hanging on her slight frame. Fresh-faced and damp from her shower, she looked like a little girl in adult clothing. At the same time, her cleavage peeked out of the neckline of her shirt. The woman was anything but a child, and she was sexy as hell.
Angus’s groin tightened, and his pulse sped. He clenched his fist around his shaving kit to keep from reaching out to touch one of the damp strands of her silky dark hair.
Her eyes widened, and she stared up at him, her mouth opening slightly. She swallowed and lifted a hand to her chest. “It’s all yours,” she said, her voice wobbling.
He wished it was all his. From the tip of her toes to the crown of her head. Angus shook himself. Bree meant the bathroom.
He nodded. “Thanks.”
For a long moment, she stood in his way without moving. Then she ducked her head and started to go around him.
Angus reached out and grabbed her arm. “Bree…”
She stared at the hand on her arm, refusing to look up into his face. “Don’t, Angus.”
“Don’t what?” A flash of anger made his grip tighten on her arm. “Don’t fall in love with you again?” He snorted. “You won’t have to worry about that. You cured me of that thirteen years ago. Once bitten…and all that.”
She drew in a deep breath and stared at the wall beside him. “It was for the best.”
“The best for who?” he demanded, his voice dropping into a harsh whisper. He craved answers, but he didn’t want his family to be part of his conflict with Bree. They already didn’t trust her and were almost antagonistic toward her.
“For you.” Finally, she glanced up, her gaze meeting his. Though she flinched, she didn’t back down. “I did what was best for you.” She tried to shake free of his hand.
Angus wouldn’t release her. Not yet. “Best for me? Don’t you think I should have been the judge of that? I didn’t even get a choice.”
Her chin tipped upward. “I did what I had to.”
“You had to leave? Was someone forcing you to? Because I sure wasn’t.” He let go of her arm and stepped back. “It doesn’t matter. What’s past is past.”
Bree rubbed her arm where he’d held it.
A flash of guilt swelled in his chest. Had he bruised her? God, he was as bad as that son of a bitch stepfather of hers had been. Suddenly, all the anger left him.
When he reached out again, she flinched away.
“I’m sorry. You owe me nothing.” Though he would have liked an explanation, she really didn’t owe him anything. “Go to bed. Tomorrow is another day. Perhaps we could start over.”
He stepped around her and entered the bathroom.
As he started to close the door, she reached out and pressed her hand to the wood panel. “I never wanted to hurt you,” she whispered. “Never.”
“Well, you failed on that count. But I’m a big boy now. I’m over it.” He turned away. “Goodnight, Bree.” And he closed the door.
The click of the knob and the lock made the finality of his words sink in for him. Had he imagined the anguish in her expression?
Angus shook his head. Yeah, it was pure imagination. Bree had dumped him. She hadn’t cared about him then, and she certainly didn’t now.
All her bullshit about doing what was best for him was just that…bullshit.
No matter how angry he was with her, he couldn’t deny that she still made his body ache for hers.
Angus turned on the faucet, adjusting the temperature down. He might desire the woman but that was nothing a cold shower wouldn’t cure.
After ten minutes beneath the cool spray, he admitted defeat and got out. Freezing his body wasn’t the way to get over Bree. Getting her out of his life was the only solution. Tomorrow, he’d work on setting the Wolf Creek Ranch back in operational order, while continuing to search for his father.
All that while keeping his hands and lips to himself.
Bree Lansing was strictly off limits.
    
After lying in bed for two hours with no sign of ever falling asleep, Bree sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood in her bare feet on the cool wood floor.
Starlight shone through the windows onto the wall she shared with Angus. Bree stared at the wall, wondering if he was having as much trouble sleeping as she was. Did he lie awake staring up at the ceiling wondering what he could have done differently to change the outcome of the past thirteen years?
Bree did that every night, wishing she’d made a better choice. The one she’d made in a flash of pent-up anger had cost her everything she’d held dear.
The walls of the bedroom seemed to close in around her. Starlight called to her, beckoning her to step out on the deck and inhale the clear mountain air.
Bree stared at the window, wondering if she could crawl out and back in. Finally, she decided that if she wanted to go outside, she should do it the way normal people did.
Grabbing her coat, she slipped her flannel-clad arms into the sleeves. Then she walked to the door and eased it open, careful not to make a sound that would wake Angus.
The way he’d left her earlier didn’t inspire a desire for a repeat performance. Bree preferred having the starlight to herself for now.
Padding barefooted down the hallway, she let herself out of the front door onto the icy cold deck.
Gathering the coat around her, Bree walked to the top of the steps and sank down, curling her bare feet up under her flannel pajama legs.
With her feet a little warmer and the coat doing a decent job of keeping her slightly warmer than freezing, Bree stared up at the sky. A million stars twinkled down at her, and simply by existing, lifted her spirits. How could she be so depressed when she was surrounded by the beauty of her home state?
Alaska had its own beauty, but Bree’s heart belonged in Montana.
The creak of the door hinges made her jump, spin and stare up at a dark figure stepping out onto the wooden planks of the deck. “Angus?” she called out.
“No, Duncan. Mind if I join you?”
Bree shook her head then realized he couldn’t see her and said, “Please do.” She scooted over, giving him enough space to settle on the step beside her. Then she braced herself for whatever Duncan had on his mind, figuring it would have to do with her leaving his brother and breaking his heart.
The man dropped to sit on the top step and stretched out his long, muscular legs in front of him. He still wore his jeans and boots from earlier that day.
When he didn’t say anything for a good three minutes, Bree decided to address his grievances and get them out in the open. Otherwise, she might as well head back into the house to the room where she’d been assigned to sleep.
She still couldn’t get over the fact Mrs. McKinnon had placed her in the room beside Angus. Angus’s mother said she didn’t hold a grudge against her, but the rest of Angus’s siblings did. If they were to get past it, now was the time to get it all off her chest with at least one of his brothers. They’d all been friends in the past. Surely, they wouldn’t forget that.
“I know Angus joined the Army. What did you end up doing when you got out of high school?” she asked softly, wanting to break the ice between them.
“I followed Angus into the Army. I didn’t go into Delta Force like he did, but I was an Airborne Ranger and saw my share of deployments.”
“Are you still in?”
He nodded. “I’m getting close to the halfway point in my career where I need to either commit to another ten years or get out.”
“Colin and Bastian both joined the military, too, didn’t they?” Bree asked, keeping up the conversation.
“Yeah. Colin’s a Marine. Bastian chose to go Navy and became a SEAL.”
“Wow. It must be in the blood. As I recall, your father was prior military, wasn’t he?”
Duncan nodded. “Retired with twenty years in the Army.”
“What about your sister, Molly? Did she go, too?”
Duncan shook his head. “No. She loves this ranch. It’s her life blood. She’s a strong young woman, but I don’t think she’d survive well out in the world without her horses.”
Bree smiled, remembering the little girl riding bareback across the fields, no saddle, no bridle, hanging onto the horse’s mane. No matter what horse she rode, the horse always seemed to know who she was and took care not to hurt her.
“Molly has grown into a beautiful woman,” Bree said. “What will happen when she marries and leaves to be with her husband?”
Duncan shrugged. “Her husband will have to come live at Iron Horse Ranch. She’ll never leave.” He glanced across at Bree. “Unlike some people.” His eyes narrowed slightly, but he didn’t glare like Colin and Bastian had.
Duncan had always been the soft-spoken giant of a brother who’d been like a teddy bear—huggable, loveable and kind. More than anything Bree wanted to tell Duncan why she’d left. But to do so would put her in danger of going to jail. With things the way they were at Wolf Creek Ranch, Bree couldn’t risk going to jail. Not yet. Not until they found the culprit who’d poisoned the water. She could do nothing to help from the inside of a jail cell.
“Some people leave for reasons they can’t discuss.” She pushed to her feet. “Staying would’ve hurt people more than my leaving.”
Duncan remained seated on the step staring out at the starlit pasture. “Fair enough. Just don’t expect to pick up where you left off.”
Bree’s heart squeezed hard in her chest. “Believe me…I don’t.” She gripped the knob on the front door, fighting back tears. She had to swallow hard before she could add, “Rest assured, I’ll be out of here as soon as I can move back to Wolf Creek.” She jerked open the door and ran through it, slamming into what felt like a brick wall.
Big hands came up to curl around her arms, steadying her. “Bree?”
For a moment, she rested her hands on Angus’s chest, her heart thudding hard against her ribs. Tears pooled in her eyes. Though she willed them not to fall, some spilled from the corners and slid down her cheeks.
Damn it. Why did he have to show up now? Why had he returned to Iron Horse Ranch the one and only time she’d been home since she’d left so long ago?
Bree wasn’t sure she had the strength to battle her emotions where Angus was concerned. She’d never stopped loving the man, and never would.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, brushing a finger through the trail her tears made.
She shook her head, afraid to say anything, fearing her words would come out as sobs. The last thing she wanted was for Angus to feel sorry for her. He had every right to be angry with her. She could handle his anger more than his indifference. Indifference meant he’d gotten over her. Completely. A lead weight settled in her gut. As much as she wanted him to get on with his life and forget about her, she didn’t want to let go.
“Nothing,” she managed to choke out. “I’m just tired.” Shaking loose of his hold, Bree ran past him and up the stairs. Once inside the yellow bedroom with its cheerful linens and delightful paintings on the wall, Bree closed the door, locked it and leaned against the wood panel.
“Why am I here?” she whispered. She knew the moment he insisted she stay with the McKinnon’s it would be a big mistake. Distance was the only way she could heal her heart.
Bree sank to the floor, hugged her knees to her chest and cried. As much as she’d tried to forget Angus, she’d never stopped loving him.
Given her history, and the fact she’d killed her stepfather, she could never be with Angus.
A soft tap sounded on the door.
Bree’s head jerked up, and she held her breath.
“Bree?” Angus called out softly.
She didn’t answer, hoping he would think she’d gone to sleep.
“I hear you crying. I know you’re not asleep,” he said. “Open the door.”
“No,” she replied softly, not wanting to wake anyone else.
“Open the door, or I’ll break it down,” he said, his tone firm yet whispered.
“Just go away,” she said, her voice catching on a sob.
“If Duncan upset you, I can have a talk with him.”
“No. He didn’t. Don’t talk to Duncan. This is my problem, not his.”
“Open the door,” Angus urged.
“No,” she said. “Please. I’m tired. I’m going to bed.”
Footsteps sounded in the hallway, moving away from her door.
Bree let go of the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and hiccupped a sob. A moment later a shadow crossed her window, blocking out the starlight.
She pressed a hand to her chest, afraid to move.
Then the shadow moved again, the window rose up and Angus climbed over the window sill, fitting his large body through the opening.
“What are you doing?” Bree pushed to her feet but stayed by the bedroom door.
Angus closed the window behind him and crossed the room to stand in front of her. “You were crying. I want to know why.”
She scrubbed a hand over her face, wiping away traces of her tears. “What’s not to cry about? My mother’s in the hospital. She almost died. I spent the afternoon cleaning up a barnyard full of dead animals and we might lose more. I think I deserve a good pity party.”
She crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her chin. It didn’t help that she couldn’t see him clearly through the moisture pooled in her eyes. Or that another tear tipped over the edge and slipped down her damp cheeks.
Angus stared down at her, his face softening. He reached out and pulled her into his arms. “I never could stand to see you cry.” He tucked her into his embrace and rested his cheek against her hair.
“I don’t want your pity,” she muttered against his shirt.
“You never did.” He laughed, though the sound held no humor. “You don’t know how many times I wanted to beat the crap out of your stepfather.”
“I wouldn’t let you,” she said, remembering his anger when he’d seen the bruises Greg Hemming had left on her arms and face.
“You should have. That man was a sorry excuse for a human. Anyone who’d hit his wife and daughter should be stood in front of a firing squad.” He smoothed his hand over her hair. “I cheered the day I heard he’d died.”
Bree stiffened. She’d wanted to celebrate the fact Greg would never hit her mother again, but she couldn’t. He’d died because of her. Thus, her exodus from Wolf Creek Ranch, the town of Eagle Rock and her home state of Montana.
For the past thirteen years, she’d jumped at every phone call and cringed when a police officer approached her. She’d fully expected someone to show up to arrest her and take her back to Montana to stand trial for murder.



CHAPTER 8
A ngus had always had a soft spot for Bree’s tears. He’d never been able to stand by and do nothing when she cried. So many times he’d wanted to march next door to have it out with her stepfather.
The man had been a mean son of a bitch, who’d hit Bree’s mother and Bree for the smallest infractions.
When Bree had run into him downstairs because she couldn’t see through a haze of tears, Angus had assumed his brother Duncan had something to do with making her cry.
He’d marched out to the porch, prepared to punch is brother in the face.
Duncan had sat calmly on the steps, denying saying anything that would have made Bree cry.
Had he been Colin or Sebastian, Angus wouldn’t have believed him. But then, Colin and Sebastian would have owned up to what they’d said.
“Angus, don’t let her hurt you again,” Duncan said. “She’s got some issues. I don’t know what they are. She’s not sharing. But you heard her…she doesn’t plan on staying.”
Duncan never stood, and Angus couldn’t hit a man who wasn’t standing to fight. Frustrated that he didn’t have an outlet for his violence, Angus stared at his brother. “I know. Don’t worry. I don’t plan on falling in love with her again. She’s only staying until Wolf Creek Ranch is safe.”
Duncan leaned back against the post and crossed his arms over his chest. “For your sake, I hope that’s soon.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I think you know.” Duncan’s gaze met his without flinching.
Anger made Angus want to throw that punch despite the fact his brother wasn’t prepared to defend himself. “Shut up, Duncan. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” He turned to head back into the house.
“Yeah. There’s a train wreck coming. I hope you see it before it hits you in the face.” Duncan pushed to his feet and headed off across the yard toward the barn.
Angus would have chased after his brother and made him take back his comment, but the image of Bree with tears in her eyes ate at him. He entered the house and climbed the stairs, stopping in front of the room she occupied.
When she refused to let him in, he entered his room, climbed out the window onto the upper deck and pushed open the window to Bree’s room, fitting his big body through the small opening.
He hadn’t sneaked out a window since he was a teenager, and he was surprised at how much smaller the windows had gotten since then.
Now, as he held Bree in his arms, he couldn’t think about letting go.
“You shouldn’t be in here,” Bree said, her face against his chest, her breath warming him.
“You shouldn’t be crying,” he shot back, tightening his hold.
She wasn’t pushing back. In fact, her fingers curled into his shirt and pulled him closer.
This is where he’d wanted to be for the past thirteen years. With Bree. Holding her, stroking her hair and making love to her for the rest of their lives.
The urge to kiss her made him tip up her chin and stare into her tear-washed brown eyes. “I’m sorry about what happened to your mother. But it sounds like she’s going to be okay.”
Bree nodded. “The doctor said she and her foreman will live. But the horse, the chickens...the cat.” She shook her head. “It was all so senseless.”
“We’ll find who did this,” he vowed and bent to press a kiss to her forehead.
“Don’t,” she said. “You don’t want to kiss me.”
“Oh, sweetheart, you’re so wrong. I need to kiss you like I need to breathe.” And he covered her mouth with his, as if to prove his point.
When their lips touched, there was no going back. He breathed her in like air, his tongue sweeping across the seam of her mouth.
She opened to him as naturally as a flower to the sun, giving him the access he craved.
Angus dove in, taking her tongue in a caress that was so intense he didn’t come up for air until he had to.
Then he pressed his forehead to hers and dragged in air, his hands smoothing down her back to rest on her flannel-clad hips. “Bree, what happened to us?”
“I can’t.” She buried her face in his shirt, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. “We can’t be us,” she whispered. “You deserve better.”
“I don’t understand. There is no one better for me. You are the only one I ever wanted.”
She shook her head, her fingers curling into his chest, her sobs breaking Angus’s heart.
“Bree, talk to me. Explain to me why you think you’re not the one for me. Help me understand.” Then it occurred to him, and it felt like a knife had been stabbed into his gut. “Are you in love with someone else?”
Bree leaned back, her eyes wide, before her brows furrowed. “No. Never. How could you even think that?”
The knife eased in belly, and some of the weight lifted from his chest. “Then why would you think you’re not good enough for me?”
“I can’t…” she sucked in a shaky breath. “I can’t tell you.”
“Bree, you can tell me anything. I won’t judge you.”
“You won’t have to.” She stepped back, pushing his hands away from her. “Trust me, you’re better off without me.”
“Bree—”
“Please, Angus, you need to go. We can’t be together, now or ever.”
When he reached for her again, she stepped away. “Please. Go.”
Angus didn’t want to go. He’d held her in his arms again and wanted to keep on holding her.
The determined set of her jaw brooked no further argument. She wanted him out of her room and her life.
Angus nodded. “You might have given up on us, but I haven’t. This isn’t over.”
She shook her head. “Angus, it has to be. You need to move on and live your life without me in it.”
“I don’t want to. There’s no other woman I want. We were meant to be together.” He hated himself for practically begging for her to take him back. But he couldn’t help it. He’d only been living half a life since she’d left Montana. He realized that now.
“It has to be this way,” Bree said. “I promise. Someday you’ll understand that it was for the best.”
Angus snorted. “For who?”
Her eyes filled again, and she added softly, “For you.”
“I’ll never understand.”
“I should go,” Bree said. “I never should have come here.” She squared her shoulders. “Tomorrow, I’ll get a room in town.”
“No.” Angus took a step toward her. “I’ll leave you alone. You need to stay nearby to be here when the CDC, and whoever else needs to check on Wolf Creek, comes to ask questions. And you said yourself, you need to care for the animals.”
She paced across the room. “I shouldn’t have come here. I could have stayed at Wolf Creek.”
“You couldn’t use the water there for drinking, bathing…anything. It’s not safe.”
“It’s not fair for me to be here. You and your family have been so good to us. It’s not fair to you.”
“Not fair? Bree, you aren’t making sense.”
“I know. I know.” She waved her hand, her movements frenetic. “There’s so much…I know…I can’t…”
“What are you not telling me?”
She stopped and stared across the room at him, her face contorting as if she was holding back another bout of tears. “Nothing,” she choked out.
Angus knew she was lying. The question was why. Apparently, something had her scared to tell the truth. But what?
No matter what it was, she wasn’t going to tell him anytime soon. He’d have to gain her trust to find out what was really bothering her. To do that, he had to keep her close.
“I’ll leave,” he said. “But you have to promise to stay. If you go back to Wolf Creek, I’ll go with you.”
“No.” Bree shook her head. “I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you.”
At least she cared enough about him to spare him from being exposed to the same poison that had put her mother in the hospital. “That’s the deal. You decide,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Stay here until it’s safe, or we both go back to stay at Wolf Creek.”
A frown furrowed her brow. “You don’t have to go with me to Wolf Creek.”
He shook his head. “Yes, I do. You’re not going alone.”
She chewed on her lip.
Angus could almost see the gears churning in her head. He bit back a smile.
“I’ll stay,” she said, finally. “Only until it’s safe to return to Wolf Creek.”
Angus dropped his arms to his sides. Though he wanted to take her into his arms again, he knew he had to take it slow and figure out what was keeping her from letting him love her.
Unless he was reading her all wrong, and that kiss had been a fluke, Bree still had feelings for him. And she was fighting to keep from succumbing to them.
Sweetheart, you are not going to win that battle. Not if there’s an ounce of fight left in me.
He gave her a slight nod. “Get some sleep. We have work to do tomorrow.”
She hugged her arms around her middle and watched wordlessly as he backed toward the door and left the room.
Angus entered his own room, stretched out on the bed and stared up at the ceiling.
Though Bree had kicked him out of her room, he couldn’t help but feel a little better about their situation.
For some reason, she thought she had to stay away from him to protect him from something.
All he had to do was determine what that something was and reassure her nothing could be bad enough that it would make him give up on her.
Angus wanted her in his life for better or for worse. He just had to convince her that he could handle whatever it was she thought was so terrible she couldn’t be with him.
All while trying to find his father.
Another night settled around them, brutally cold. He prayed his father had the strength to stay alive until they could find him and bring him home.



CHAPTER 9
Bree was awake before sunrise. Sleep had been sporadic, broken up by horrific nightmares about her stepfather and the barn burning with him inside.
When it wasn’t about Greg, it was about horses walking like zombies and then falling to the ground, dying horrible deaths with internal bleeding.
When she woke, Bree realized how her dreams hadn’t been the stuff of fiction, but of reality remembered. She’d been so depressed by the events, she hadn’t been able to go back to sleep. Instead, she dressed in the clothes Mrs. McKinnon had supplied, pulled on her boots and jacket and headed out to the paddock with the horses from Wolf Creek Ranch.
In the gray light of predawn, she walked among the animals checking their eyes, their noses and their gums. Some were better off than others but all appeared to be on the mend.
She breathed a sigh as she rubbed the neck of a bay gelding.
“How are they this morning?” a feminine voice called out from the fence.
Bree turned to see Molly sitting on the top rail, surveying the animals in the pen.
“I think they’ll make it,” Bree said.
“Good. I was sorry to hear about the mare, chickens and cat that didn’t.”
Bree nodded. “Me, too.” Her chest tightened at the thought of the mare slowly dying from the rat poison. Anger burned anew at the senseless murder. “Why would anyone poison the drinking water?”
Molly shrugged. “To get someone to leave?”
“That’s making sure they leave. If not temporarily to the hospital, then permanently to the cemetery.” Bree shivered. Her mother had been that close to death.
“Do you think someone wants the ranch so badly they would kill to get it?” Bree frowned.
“Land prices have been rocketing with the influx of celebrities from California buying up ranches for vacation homes.”
“But why kill? Why not buy it outright? Either way it will have to be purchased.”
“Are you an only child?” Molly asked.
“Yes.” Bree answered. “And I don’t have any close relative who would inherit if I am out of the picture.”
“You might want to look at your mother’s will, just in case she’d thought of someone else to leave the place to.” Molly frowned. “Did your stepfather have any other relatives who might contest the will and claim rights to the land?”
Bree shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
Molly gave a slow nod. “Something else to check.”
“How would I know?” Bree asked.
“My mother is all about genealogy. She has a subscription to one of those genealogy websites. You might find something on it.”
“Thank you for the suggestions.” Bree walked toward Molly and tilted her head. “Why are you talking to me when some of your brothers won’t? Aren’t you afraid you’ll appear as though you’re consorting with the enemy?”
Molly shrugged. “Thirteen years is a long time to hold a grudge. I figure, as long as you don’t hurt my brother again, you deserve the benefit of the doubt.” She jumped down from the top rail, landing lightly on her booted feet. She gave Bree a tight smile. “But, if you hurt him again, all bets are off. You will suffer the wrath of the McKinnons.”
“Ms. McKinnon, were you going to see to Thunder’s hooves today, or do you want me to clean them?” Parker Bailey, the handsome Iron Horse Ranch foreman stood in the doorway to the barn, wearing a toolbelt and carrying a pair of hoof nippers.
“I’m going to look at his hooves. You can start on Raider. I think he picked up a stone on the ride yesterday. We need to take them out again today and I don’t want them going lame on the trail. And for the hundredth time, it’s Molly, not Ms. McKinnon. You make me sound as old as my mother.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Parker said. “We’ll need to hustle. I believe your brothers wanted to head out at sunup.”
“And I’m too young to be called ma’am.” Molly sighed, gave Bree a quick glance and shook her head. “Parker needs to shed some of the decorum he learned in the military. We’re all just people out here. No rank. No pomp and circumstance.” She frowned. “He’s hard headed.”
“How long has he been working for your father?”
“Three months. You’d think he’d have learned by now.”
“Why did your father hire a foreman?”
Molly’s lips tightened. “He didn’t think I could handle the job.” She snorted. “I know more about this ranch than anyone…except my father.”
“I’m surprised your father hired a foreman. From what I remember, he was always pretty hands-on.”
“Mother threatened to leave him if he didn’t spend some time with her…away from the ranch.” Molly grimaced. “I think she wants him to retire.”
“And he didn’t have a son here to pass on the responsibility to.” Bree gave Molly a sympathetic smile.
“Bingo. Give the lady a prize.” She headed for the barn.
Bree fell in step beside her. “Maybe he wanted to spare you that much responsibility. He might want you to have a life of your own.”
“I have a life.” Molly’s shoulders pushed back, and her chin rose a notch. “This ranch is it. I don’t want anything else.”
“How about a home and family of your own?” Bree ventured.
Molly shrugged. “My brothers haven’t ponied up with wives and kids. Why should I? They’re older.”
“Your father and mother might be looking out for your happiness.”
“Then they’re going at it the wrong way.” She entered the barn and went straight for a stall with a big black gelding that must have stood at least sixteen hands high.
She led it to a post, hooked the lead onto a ring and went to work cleaning his hooves.
Parker was busy working on a bay gelding, picking packed dirt and rocks out of his hooves. Every once in a while, he glanced up, his gaze on Molly.
Bree’s lips twitched. The man seemed more interested in Molly than just making sure she was okay. Perhaps there was more to Mr. McKinnon’s hiring decision than met the eye.
“There you are,” a deep, rich voice sounded behind Bree, making her jump.
Angus stood in the barn entrance, wearing jeans, boots and a wool-lined jacket.
Bree swallowed a sigh. “Are you heading out to the canyon to look for your father again?”
“We are.” He frowned. “The SAR folks will be out there soon with their dog.” He looked up at the clear sky. “It’s supposed to be warmer today. I expect some of that snow pack will melt.”
If their father was buried in the snow, the likelihood of his surviving was slim. This day would likely be the last they could hold out hope for finding him alive. The surface of the snow would melt some in the sunshine, but it would freeze again overnight. The water would turn to ice, making it impossible for anyone trapped in it to move.
Her heart hurt for the McKinnons. They loved their father so much. He was such an integral part of their family, Bree couldn’t imagine the McKinnons without him.
“What are your plans for the day?” he asked.
“I want to find out what’s so important about Wolf Creek Ranch that someone would try to poison the people and animals on it to get rid of them.”
“I’ll be back around noon. We can drive into Bozeman and check on your mother and her foreman.”
“I’d like that. She might know more about what’s going on and hopefully she’s feeling well enough to talk about it.”
Colin, Sebastian and Duncan entered the barn and saddled their horses.
Parker dropped the bay’s hoof and straightened. “Raider’s hooves are fine. He should be good to go for the day.”
“Thank you,” Angus said. He entered the tack room, grabbed a saddle and blanket and returned to the bay.
Soon, all five of the McKinnons and Parker had their horses saddled and ready to go.
Bree almost offered to go with them, but she needed to get to work looking for the bastard who’d dumped rat poison in the creek.
Angus was last to lead his horse to the door. He slowed when he passed Bree. “Do you want me to stay and help you?”
She shook her head. “No. Finding your father is much more important. I’d go with you, but I have to deal with my own crisis.”
Angus nodded. “Then I’ll see you later. Be careful. You don’t know who did this or why. He could try some other way to hurt your family. Maybe even come after you. I have a .40 caliber pistol you can borrow. My mother knows where we keep the weapons.”
“I’ll be okay. I have my own pistol at the ranch. I’ll be sure to pick it up when I go to collect some of my things. I’m hoping to catch the CDC when they come out to assess the damage and cleanup needed.”
Angus hesitated.
“Go,” Bree insisted, waving a hand. “Your father and your siblings need you.”
“I don’t like leaving you to handle things by yourself.”
Her heart warmed at his concern. “I’ve been on my own for a long time. I think I can handle it.” She smiled. “Besides, it’s a bright sunny day. There will be people coming and going at Wolf Creek to help me figure out what’s going on. I’ll be fine.”
“Humor me and get a gun.” He leaned over and pressed a kiss to her temple.
Her breath caught in her throat. She wanted to turn her face and capture his lips with hers. God, this was hard. Every instinct was to be with this man for the rest of her life. But she couldn’t. Not when she’d end up in jail once she confessed to her crime.
Bree watched as the group rode off through the pasture toward the hills and the canyon, the last place James McKinnon should have been. She prayed they’d find the man alive. And if not, that they found his body to bring closure to the family.
When she turned, she found Mrs. McKinnon standing on the back porch, her gaze on the posse, her hands clutched together, as if in silent prayer.
Bree crossed to the woman and slid an arm around her shoulders. “Do you want me to stay with you today?”
Hannah McKinnon shook her head. “I’m doing some spring cleaning. It’ll keep me from thinking too hard and keep me close to the house in case the phone rings.” She sighed and turned away as the horses and riders disappeared into the tree line. “I never considered what I’d do without James. I always thought we’d be together forever.” She sniffed and wiped away a single tear. “Well, I’d better get to work. I take it you’ll be heading over to Wolf Creek?”
Bree nodded. “I am. I’ll be back close to noon. Then I’ll head into Bozeman to see my mother. If you need anything while I’m there, make a list. I’d be glad to pick it up.”
“Thank you. Right now, I can’t think of a thing I need. Except James.” She gave Bree a brave smile.
Bree unhitched the trailer and headed over to Wolf Creek Ranch, anxious to get started on her own investigation and find out what the CDC or sheriff’s department might have to say about the rat poison.
    
Angus caught up with Molly, his brothers and Parker on their way out to the canyon where they would continue to concentrate their search for their father. Already, they could hear and see the National Guard helicopter performing a search pattern over the area, expanding out from where they’d covered the day before.
When they reached the canyon trail, they found a group of people gathered near the point at which the avalanche had completely covered the trail.
Sheriff Barron stood nearby with men dressed in the bright orange of the Search and Rescue team. One of the members had a dog on a lead.
The McKinnon clan dismounted and joined the group.
“What’s the plan for the day?” Angus asked.
The lead man for the SAR team pointed to the east side of the snow and debris left by the avalanche. “We’re going to start down the flow on the opposite side today and see if the dog can sniff out anything different. We have to be extremely careful. The weather is warming. The snow and ice will be melting a lot faster, making the terrain a lot more dangerous.”
“Where should we look?” Angus asked.
The SAR lead gave them instructions.
As the McKinnons turned to mount up, the sheriff got a call on his radio.
“Sheriff, this is Smith. We’ve found something.”
The words were heard by all standing close to the sheriff.
Angus’s pulse picked up, and he returned to the sheriff’s side to listen to what the man on the other end of the transmission had to say.
“Where?” the sheriff asked.
“We started up the canyon from the bottom, like you asked us to. The water in the creek made it pretty difficult to navigate, so we moved up the side of the hill to an old road. That’s when we saw it.”
“Saw what? What did you see?” the sheriff asked, his tone sharp, his brow furrowing.
“A body.”
Angus’s throat clenched, and he struggled to catch his breath.
“Actually, not even a body, but a pile of bones.”
“Bones?” the sheriff asked. “As in picked clean?”
“No, as in weathered. They appear to have been here a long time.”
Angus let go of the breath he’d been holding. If the bones had been there a while, they couldn’t possibly belong to James McKinnon. The man had only been missing for a few days. Long enough for an animal to eat, but not long enough to weather the bones clean.
“Let the state crime lab handle the evidence,” the sheriff said. “I’ll send them down from the cave.” The sheriff looked across at Angus. “There’s no way that’s James McKinnon.”
Angus, his siblings and Parker all nodded.
The sheriff stepped away and reported what his deputies had found at the bottom of the canyon. A couple of men on ATVs descended the trail to gather evidence.
Angus glanced around at his brothers and sister whose faces were grim. “Come on, we have work to do. You heard the sheriff. It wasn’t Dad.”
They mounted their horses and spread out, searching areas they hadn’t covered the day before.
Angus had chosen the opposite side of the canyon and the trails leading out to the lower-lying hills of Wolf Creek and Iron Horse Ranch. He figured he’d end his morning’s search at Wolf Creek and check in on Bree. She was smart enough not to drink the water. He wasn’t worried for that reason. What had him concerned was the fact someone had been willing to kill the inhabitants of Wolf Creek using rat poison. When he discovered that hadn’t worked, would he try something more deadly and fast-acting, like lead poisoning from a bullet?



CHAPTER 10
P ulling into the barnyard at Wolf Creek Ranch was like pulling into a post-apocalyptic scene.
Bree shifted into park and sat for several moments taking in the scene.
Nothing moved. The usual chickens scratching at the dirt and horse in the pastures weren’t to be seen. The house stood like a tomb, the windows dark and haunted.
Pushing aside her unease, Bree dropped down from the truck and made a quick inspection of the barn and surrounding buildings for any other animals that might have suffered the same fate as the cat and the chickens. Other than a few sparrows, she didn’t find any other creatures she needed to dispose of.
The McKinnons had hauled the dead mare to the far side of the field. When the ground thawed a bit more, they’d promised to be back to bury the carcass.
Bree hadn’t spent much time in the house the day before, having been occupied with saving the remaining livestock. Now, she took her time going through the home she’d grown up in from the tender age of eight. Since her stepfather’s death, the house looked completely different. Gone were the ugly brown curtains Greg had said didn’t need to be replaced. Her mother had exchanged them for white lace valances that enhanced the picture windows rather than covering them and hiding the view.
She’d refinished some of the dingy old pieces of furniture that had belonged to Greg’s mother, refurbished the wood flooring and replaced the threadbare throw rugs with bright and cheerful rugs.
Bree smiled at the transformation. By all appearances, her mother had made a new and happier life for herself on the ranch after Bree had left.
It seemed fitting that she’d found peace and happiness after all she’d put up with during her marriage.
Her mother had married Greg Hemming three years after the death of her husband, the love of her life, in an automobile accident.
The only good thing about her mother’s marriage to Greg Hemming had been the ranch that had gone to her upon his death. The ranch had been in the Hemming family for a century.
Greg had been an only child and had inherited Wolf Creek Ranch from his father. He’d been married once before to a woman from Helena. When she hadn’t produced any children for him and had become unhappy with ranch life, he’d divorced her. Less than a year later, he’d married the pretty waitress from the Blue Moose Tavern, Karen Lansing, a woman who had a proven ability to bear children.
Bree and her mother had moved from Eagle Rock out to Wolf Creek Ranch and had learned all there was to know about raising cattle and horses and mending fences.
Determined to have children of his own, Greg had become surly when Karen hadn’t produced an heir. She’d suggested they both be tested, and they’d discovered that Greg had a low sperm count. He’d been the reason he hadn’t had any children of his own.
From that point on, he’d become increasingly angry with the world and took it out on his wife and stepdaughter.
Bree hated seeing her mother kowtow to the bully. He’d started by mentally abusing them, eventually becoming physical in his cruelty.
Every time he’d hit his wife, he’d made her feel like it was her fault that he’d had to punish her. First, it was for spilling his beer. Then, it was for burning their dinner. He drank heavily at night and his temper got worse.
Once, when Bree was sixteen, she’d gotten between him and her mother when he’d started slapping her and calling her names.
He’d slapped Bree instead, knocking her to the ground and leaving a bruise on her cheek.
When she’d gone to school the next day, her teachers had asked what had happened. Afraid the state would remove her from her home, Bree had lied and said she’d been thrown from her horse.
Angus had known as soon as he’d seen the bruise, and he’d been livid.
Bree had begged him to leave Greg alone. He’d tried to convince her to come live with his family, but Bree couldn’t leave the ranch knowing her mother would stay.
For several months, Greg had backed off. He hadn’t raised another hand to Bree or her mother and he’d slowed down his consumption of alcohol.
Bree had been dating Angus and planning her life away from the ranch, hoping and praying Greg had truly turned over a new leaf, would remain sober and not hurt her mother. After she and Angus had graduated from high school, Angus had enlisted in the Army. All she had to do was wait for him to come home from his training. They’d get married in a small civil ceremony, and she’d follow him from post to post.
Bree had it all planned. She’d work fulltime and take college courses part time. Eventually, she’d earn her degree. When Angus completed his commitment, he’d have the GI bill and be able to go to college if he wanted or go back to work on the ranch with his father.
Bree hadn’t cared, as long as he was happy, and she was with him. She’d loved Angus with all her heart and couldn’t imagine life without him.
She stopped by the fireplace and stared at a photograph of her and Angus at their senior prom. He’d been so handsome in his rented tuxedo, and she’d worn the dress her mother had worn to her own prom. Greg had been too cheap to let her spend money on a new dress. Her mother had altered her old dress, bringing it up to date.
Bree had been so proud of how the dress had turned out. Angus’s expression when he’d seen her in it had made her even more excited. That night, they’d consummated their commitment to each other and had promised to spend their lives together. She’d given him the gift of her virginity and he’d vowed to love her forever.
Heaving a sigh, Bree ran her finger across the image. They’d been so young and naive. Their first time making love had been awkward. They had gone into the mountains for a picnic that had turned out to be so much more.
Angus had done his best not to hurt her.
She’d loved him even more for his tenderness.
That had only been the beginning of their sex life. They hadn’t been able to get enough of each other. Bree had insisted they take precautions. She hadn’t wanted to have children until they were ready to start a family. She’d gone on the pill, and Angus had always carried a condom.
Angus was scheduled to leave for bootcamp a week after their high school graduation. Bree, Duncan and some of her and Angus’s friends threw a going away party the night before he’d left. They’d met out by the lake and partied until ten o’clock. Angus and Bree left early to spend time together, making love until midnight.
They’d kissed goodbye in his truck in front of Bree’s house when he’d dropped her off.
She’d been high on love and sad about his leaving, but hopeful for the future.
After Angus drove off, Bree sat on the porch swing, imagining a life when they’d spend nights together in each other’s arms. Married. She’d been full of dreams.
Several nights later, she’d come home from her job waitressing at the diner. She’d been climbing the stairs, wondering if there’d be a letter from Angus, when a crashing sound had startled her out of her reverie. She’d rushed inside the house to find her mother cowering on the floor, her nose bleeding, her cheek bruised.
“Mom?” Bree had dropped to her knees beside her mother. “Are you okay? Should I call for an ambulance?”
She’d shaken her head. “No. I’m okay. I just fell.”
Bree had known it was a lie. “Mom, you didn’t fall. He hit you, didn’t he?”
“No. I’m fine. I’m just getting clumsy.” She’d tried to push to her feet. Her knees had buckled, and she’d fallen back to the floor.
“Mom, let me call an ambulance,” Bree had cried.
“No,” she’d insisted. “I’ll be all right.”
She’d helped her mother to the couch and wrapped a blanket around her. Once she’d been certain she was all right, she’d asked, “Where’d he go?”
“Don’t, Bree.” Her mother had gripped her arm. “This is between Greg and me.”
“Anything that has to do with hurting my mother has to do with me. He can’t keep doing this.”
“It was my fault,” her mother had cried. “I yelled at him.”
“Bullshit, Mom,” Bree had said. “It’s never your fault when he hits you. He’s an abusive bastard and you need to press charges.”
“No, Bree. I can’t.”
“You sure as hell can.” Bree had straightened. “Did he go out to the barn to drink himself into oblivion?”
“I don’t know,” her mother had said, pressing a hand to her bruised cheek.
“Mom, you have to stand up for yourself. If you can’t do it physically, you have to get the law on your side. What will you do when I’m not here to pick up the pieces?”
“I’ll be fine. You can’t live your life worrying about me.” Her mother shook her head and winced. “I don’t know what happened. I thought he was doing so well, cutting back on the drinking. Then I found out he had something else to occupy his time other than drinking.” Her lips had pressed into a thin line. “He’s been having an affair.”
“That bastard,” Bree had muttered. “He doesn’t deserve you.”
“I called him out on it.” Her mother had pressed a hand to the bruise on her cheek.
“And I bet he denied it.”
Her mother had laughed harshly. “Actually, he didn’t.”
“Did he say who she was?”
“No. But I have my suspicions.” She’d glanced down at her hands in her lap. “He said it was all because of me.”
“Geez, Mom, that’s pure bullshit. You have to see that.”
Her mother had shrugged. “We haven’t had much of a sex life.”
Bree shook her head. She hadn’t wanted to hear about her mother and stepfather’s sex life. She’d barely learned what sex was. She hadn’t needed the images crowding her head of older people doing that. “I can imagine it’s hard to make love with someone who treats you as badly as Greg treats you.”
She’d nodded. “I can take it. But when he slapped Evan…I had to do something.”
“He hit Evan?” Bree had sworn. “Why was Evan there?”
“He heard us arguing and came in because he was worried.”
Bree shook her head. “Greg can’t get away with hitting an innocent like Evan.” She’d left her mother in the living room and made a quick check through the house. Finally, she’d glanced out the window and saw a light shining from the tack room of the barn.
Hitting women was bad enough, but hitting Evan, the sweet, mentally challenged ranch hand who wouldn’t harm a fly…Anger had boiled up inside Bree as she’d stalked toward the barn.
Her stepfather was in the tack room smoking a cigar and drinking from a bottle of Jack Daniels. He had his back to her and was talking on the phone they’d had installed in the barn.
“I didn’t tell her. She figured it out. It’s okay. It won’t be much longer…No, he hasn’t made it here yet. No, you need to wait until he does. If we move too soon, someone will put the pieces together…I know…me too…It won’t be long…okay…I’ll see you soon.” He’d dropped the phone in the charger and turned.
Bree had braced herself, drawing her body up as tall as she could. She’d lifted her chin and stood in the doorway, her hands on her hips. “Greg Hemming, you lying cheating son of a bitch, you’ve hit my mother and Evan for the last time. If Mom doesn’t turn you in for assault, I sure as hell will.”
His head had jerked up, his eyes glassy. The air had reeked of the whiskey he’d drunk. “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?”
“You. You’re nothing but a bully and an adulterer. You think just because you’re bigger and stronger than the rest of us, you can push us around. You don’t go after men your own size because you might get your ass beat. So you pick on women and Evan because we can’t fight back. Well to hell with that. I’m done making excuses for the black eyes and bruises.”
He’d snarled and balled his fists. “You can’t talk to me that way. I took you in when you and your mother didn’t have a nickel to rub together. I put a roof over your head and kept you fed and clothed. I’ll do whatever the hell I please. You’re eighteen, you’re an adult, and this is my ranch. As far as I’m concerned, you’re trespassing.” He’d lurched to his feet, thrown his smoking cigar into the corner and come toward her.
A spark of fear had snaked down the back of her spine, but she was done cowering. Bree backed out of the tack room, her glance searching for an equalizer, something she could use to defend herself against what she was sure would be Greg’s violence. He’d already hit her mother and Evan. He wouldn’t hold back when it came to her.
She eyed the closest thing she could find, a shovel they used to muck the stalls and scoop horse manure. “What are you going to do? Punch another woman. Does it make you feel more like a man?”
“Bitch. I’ve put up with you long enough. Your mother doesn’t see what I see. You’ve been fornicating with that McKinnon boy. I won’t let you bring your whelp on this ranch to raise. You think you’re grown up enough to sleep around, you can get the hell off my property. Your mother and I are done with you.” He swung hard, hitting her on the side of her head, knocking her off her feet.
Bree’s head had slammed into a stall door. The yellow glow of the lightbulb hanging from the ceiling dimmed as a gray fog pushed into her vision. She couldn’t pass out. She had to stay conscious.
Greg had sneered, raised his fists and come at her again. This time he kicked her hard, the toe of his cowboy boot connecting with her rib.
Pain shot through her, and she cried out.
“That’s right. I am bigger than you. Whatcha gonna do about it?” He bent down to grab her up by the collar of her jacket.
Bree tried to snag the handle of the shovel in her hand as he lifted her off the ground but missed.
Greg threw her against the stall door, knocking the wind out of her lungs.
She struggled to catch her breath as Greg came toward her again.
This time, her fingers curled around the handle of the shovel. She swung it around and hit her stepfather hard on the side of the head.
He staggered backward, clutching his head in his hands. “You bitch!” He straightened and glared at her with such hatred, it sent a bolt of fear through Bree.
He came at her again.
Bree rose, gripped the shovel in both hands and waited. When he was close enough, she swung with all of her might, catching him in the chin with the back of the shovel. The metal scoop rang like a gong, the sound echoing off the walls of the barn.
Greg slumped to the ground and lay still.
Bree stood for a long time, waiting for him to get up and come at her again, but he didn’t.
Creeping close, she bent and felt for a pulse, fully expecting him to jerk away, grab her arm and punch her in the face. Again, he didn’t. The man was out cold but alive.
When he woke, he’d be madder than a wet hen and out for revenge.
Bree had straightened and run for the house.
“Mom!” she’d called out. “Mom! We need to leave now.”
Her mother had been in the kitchen, cleaning imaginary dirt from her pristine countertops. The warm scent of chocolate had filled the air. She’d turned, frowning. “What? Why?”
Bree grabbed her mother’s arm. “We have to go. Pack a bag. Greg’s really angry.”
“I can’t leave. I have a cake in the oven.”
“I’m telling you, he’s really mad. He told me to leave and I’m not leaving without you.”
“Sweetheart, I can’t leave.” She’d stared into Bree’s face, her frown deepening. “Did he do this to you?” She’d touched Bree’s face where Greg had hit her.
Bree had captured her mother’s hand. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is getting you away from that bastard.” She’d started for the stairs, dragging her mother behind her.
“You’re right,” her mother had said. “You have to go.” Her mother had followed her up the stairs and into Bree’s bedroom. Together they’d thrown Bree’s clothes into a suitcase.
Her mother had disappeared for a few moments and returned with a wad of cash. “Take this. You’ll need it to start over.”
“We will need it to start over. You’re coming with me.”
Her mother had backed away. “I can’t. But you need to go before he comes after you again. I’ll join you later, after the cake is finished.”
She hadn’t made any sense. “But Mom, he’s really mad. He’ll take it out on you.”
Her mother had shaken her head. “I’ll be okay. I’m making his favorite cake. He’ll calm down, and then I’ll sneak out later tonight. Go to Eagle Rock, stay at the tavern.” She’d picked up Bree’s case and carried it down the stairs and to the old truck Bree had used to drive back and forth to school and town.
Bree had followed, shaking her head. “Mom, I can’t leave you. That man is worse than a rabid animal.”
Her mother had nodded. “I shouldn’t have put you through this. I’ll make it right. You’ll see.”
Bree had driven away, hating that she’d left her mother, knowing Greg would take out all his anger on her. She’d prayed her mother would follow through and come to her later that night.
She’d rented a room over Blue Moose Tavern and waited. An hour into her wait, she’d heard sirens. When she’d looked out her window, she saw fire trucks blowing down Main Street, lights flashing.
Curious, she’d walked downstairs to the bar and grill.
“Hey, Bree,” Millie, the waitress had hurried by, carrying a tray filled with mugs of beer.
“I saw a fire engine pass. What’s happening?” Bree had asked.
“Not sure. But Sheriff Barron shot out of here when a call came through on his cellphone.”
Bree had sat at a shadowy table in the corner of the room and ordered a soda. For the next two hours, she’d watched the television over the bar and the people coming and going.
The more she’d waited, the more she began to think her mother wouldn’t come. Bree had pushed to her feet with every intention of heading back out to the ranch to get her mother.
A sheriff’s deputy had entered the room, covered in soot.
The bartender had slapped a mug of ice water in front of him. “Looks like you could use this.”
The deputy had smiled. “Thanks.”
“I hear there was a fire out at Wolf Creek,” the bartender had commented.
Bree had sat back into her seat, her heart hammering against her chest. A fire?
“Yeah. Burned the barn down.”
“That’s Greg and Karen Hemming’s place,” the bartender said, his brow dipping low. “Anyone hurt?”
The deputy nodded.
Bree’s heart sank to her knees. She was half out of her chair when the deputy spoke again
“Greg Hemming died in the fire. By the time the pumper truck got out to the ranch, there wasn’t much left of the structure. He was inside.”
“That’s a shame.” The bartender leaned his hands on the surface of the bar. “What about his wife?”
Bree’s breath lodged in her throat and a loud ringing sounded in her ears. She leaned forward.
“She’s okay,” the deputy said. “Just shaken up.”
“They say what caused the fire?”
The deputy shook his head. “They’ll do an investigation and an autopsy to determine what actually killed Hemming.”
“You don’t think the fire and smoke inhalation did it?” The bartender swiped a cloth across the counter. “Hemming could be a mean bastard. I wouldn’t put it past someone to off him and burn the barn down to hide the evidence.”
“Yeah. That’s what the sheriff said.” The deputy drank from the mug and set it on the counter. “I’m headed home. It’s been a long day.”
Millie passed Bree’s table. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked.
Bree stared at the woman without seeing her. Finally, she shook her head. She had to get to a phone and call her mother.
Up in her room, she dialed the number for the ranch. Her mother picked up on the fourth ring.
“Mom,” Bree whispered. “What happened?”
“Oh, sweetie. I’m sorry. I can’t come. The barn burned with Greg in it. The sheriff wants to investigate. You need to get out of here. Go somewhere far away. Somewhere safe.”
“I can’t leave you.”
“You can. I’ll be fine, now that Greg’s gone. Do this for yourself. Do this for me.”
She remembered that Greg had thrown down his cigar before coming after her. Had hitting Greg with the shovel left him unconscious to die in the barn fire? Had Bree killed her stepfather? Had her mother guessed?
Her head spinning, Bree didn’t know what to do. If she stayed, the sheriff might come knocking down her door to ask where she was the night Greg Hemming died. Her mother had just lost her husband. How would she feel if her daughter was dragged through a trial and found guilty? She’d be devastated when Bree went to jail.
In a haze, Bree packed her things, slipped out the back door and drove through the night. At least a dozen times, she’d slowed, ready to turn around and head back. Her mother’s words came back to push her on.
When she reached the ocean, she bought a ticket on the ferry to Alaska, drove her truck on board and hadn’t looked back.
That had been thirteen years ago. Thirteen years she hadn’t been back to Montana or seen her mother.
She’d been shocked by how much her mother had aged.
Looking around the ranch house, Bree could see a happier place than when she’d been there as a teen. Her mother had thrived on her own, once the abuse ended. For that, Bree couldn’t regret what she’d done. Greg Hemming had been a bastard and had deserved what he’d gotten.
The phone in the hallway rang, bringing Bree back to the present.



CHAPTER 11
Bree lifted the receiver and pressed it to her ear.
“Wolf Creek Ranch. This is Bree, Karen’s daughter.”
“Bree, oh thank goodness you’re back,” a female voice said on the other end of the line. “This is Meredith Smalls, Evan’s sister.”
“Meredith? How’s Evan? Did you take him to the clinic? Was he affected by the poisoned water?”
“Yes, I did. And no, thank goodness, he wasn’t affected. He’s perfectly fine. Evan always carries his own water bottle from the house. Unless it gets really hot outside, he doesn’t need to refill it. And it’s been pretty cold at the ranch these last couple of weeks.”
“Thank goodness. I’m glad to hear he’s well.” Bree glanced out the back window when she saw a movement.
“I called to see if your mother and Ray had been released from the hospital.”
“No,” Bree said. “They’re keeping them on fluids and monitoring them until they’re completely out of the woods.”
“That’s what I needed to know,” Meredith said. “I wanted to stop by with some flowers to cheer them up.”
“That’ll be nice. I’m sure Mother would love to see you and Evan.”
“Your mother has been so good to Evan. I’ll be glad when things get back to normal. Poor Evan is confused. He doesn’t understand why he’s not going to work.”
“I’m not sure what it’ll take and how long it will be until the poison is out of the water.” That movement again caught Bree’s attention, and she squinted, trying to see what was out in the pasture, while finishing up her conversation with Eagle Rock’s librarian. “We’ll keep you and Evan informed. I’ll be at the hospital later if you want me to tell my mother anything.”
“No need,” Meredith said. “I’m going into Bozeman this afternoon. I’ll tell her myself.”
Bree rang off and set the phone in its charger. She left the house and stood on the porch, staring out across the pasture.
A dark figure was moving toward the barn and house. The more she watched, the more she realized it was a cow.
“What the hell?” She’d been certain the cattle had been in the south pasture, fenced off from the pastures closer to the creek that fed the water system for the house and barn. How had a lone cow found her way to the barn? And were there more out there getting into the contaminated water?
Bree hurried out to the barn, grabbed a section of hay and strapped it onto the back of the four-wheeler. She settled a helmet over her head, flung her leg over the seat, started the engine and raced out into the pasture where the cow ambled slowly toward her.
As soon as the bovine spied her and the section of hay, she picked up her speed and bellowed loudly.
Bree turned in front of her and started back toward the barn, the cow running along behind her. She didn’t appear to be affected by the poisoned water, and Bree vowed to make sure she wasn’t.
She led the cow into the barn and tossed the section of hay into a manger in a stall. The cow trotted in and Bree closed the door behind her.
With the animal secured away from the contaminated drinking water, Bree grabbed another section of hay, strapped it down and headed back out into the pasture.
A few minutes later, she found the reason for the cow being in the wrong pasture. The gate to the south pasture hung wide open. She was sure she’d closed it the day before, knowing how important it was to keep the cattle out of the pasture with the poisoned creek.
She shut off the four-wheeler, climbed off and checked the latch. It was functional and worked perfectly. The only other way it could have been opened was if someone had come through.
The sound of small engine caught Bree’s attention. She glanced up at a motorcycle coming toward her from the direction of the Crazy Mountains and specifically from the direction of the canyon everyone was so intent on searching for James McKinnon.
Anxious to hear any news about the older McKinnon, she climbed onto her four-wheeler and raced toward the man on the motorcycle.
When they came abreast of each other, the man hit the brakes and skidded to a stop, kicking up rocks and gravel.
Bree slowed before stopping and pulled her helmet off.
The man on the bike unbuckled his helmet and removed it. He was at least six feet tall with dirty blond hair, gray eyes and looked to be in his forties with a little bit of a paunch around his midsection. His beard was stubbled, as though he hadn’t shaved in at least a week and he smelled like he hadn’t bathed in that amount of time, either.
Bree fought to keep from wrinkling her nose at his stench. “You’re on private property,” she said. “Are you lost?”
The man shook his head. “I know where I am, and I’m not lost. I’m with the folks searching for the missing rancher, James McKinnon.”
“All the way out here?” She held out her hand. “I’m Bree Lansing. Karen Hemming’s daughter. I believe the search is happening in the canyon on the other side of that ridge.” She tipped her head toward the hills.
“Jeff Kurtz.” He gripped her hand. “I’m very familiar with the Crazy Mountains and many of the ranches in this area. I’m an outfitter. I lead fat rich men on elk hunts through those mountains.” He held onto her hand longer than was necessary.
Bree tugged her fingers free of his grip and rubbed her palms on her jeans. “If you’re familiar with this area, then you know you’re trespassing on private property.” She gave him a pointed look and tipped her head toward the open gate. “Did you open this gate to pass through?”
“No,” he said, looking straight at her. “Like I said, I came down from searching the lower end of the canyon.” His eyes narrowed. “If you’re the daughter of the owner of this ranch, I don’t suppose you’re familiar with the hills on Wolf Creek property, are you?”
She nodded. “Very familiar. I grew up here.” For the most part. At least, since she was eight years old. But Kurtz didn’t need to know all the details of her childhood.
“If Mr. McKinnon were injured and confused, are there caves he could hole up in on the ranch? You know, so he could survive a frigid Montana night?”
Bree nodded. “There are a few that would work. But he’d have to pass over a fence or two to get to them. And Mr. McKinnon wouldn’t leave a gate opened, no matter how injured or confused,” she said with absolute certainty. “Who did you say you’re working with?”
He gave her a half smile. “I didn’t say. The sheriff called on locals familiar with the area, asking us to join the search, figuring more people could cover a broader area.” He nodded toward her. “I didn’t know the owner of Wolf Creek had a daughter. When did you get into town?”
“As soon as I heard my mother was in the hospital.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. I hope she gets better soon.”
“Thank you.” Bree ground her teeth. She couldn’t walk away and leave this man wandering around Wolf Creek Ranch. What if he’d been the one to leave the gate open? He’d said he hadn’t, but she wasn’t convinced he was telling the truth. Though she didn’t know the man, she thought she remembered his name from her childhood.
“I should be going,” he said finally. “I believe this is the last day they’ll be searching for Mr. McKinnon.”
Good. He was leaving. Bree was relieved.
He started to put on his helmet but paused halfway there. “I don’t suppose you would show me where those caves are, would you? Mr. McKinnon could be in one of them. The sooner we find him, the sooner we can get him to a hospital.”
Alone on the ranch, out in the open, with a strange man was bad enough. Going with him into the hills…? No. Already, she was uncomfortable and ready to leave him, gate or no gate. “Sorry, I really can’t imagine he’d have made it that far down from the hills if he was injured. And if he wasn’t injured, his ranch is closer to the canyon than Wolf Creek. But you’ll need to get permission from his sons to search the Iron Horse Ranch. Most folks around here like to know who’s traipsing around their property. You wouldn’t want to be shot for trespassing.”
Kurtz’s eyes narrowed for a second.
If Bree hadn’t been watching him so closely, she might have missed it.
Then he smiled and shoved his helmet down onto his head. “Seriously, I’d love for you to show me where those caves are.”
She shook her head and walked around to the four-wheeler without actually turning her back on the man.
He didn’t mount his dirt bike right away. He stuck his hand inside his jacket as if reaching for something.
Bree stiffened. Was he reaching for a gun? Her heart raced, and she froze with her hands holding her helmet in front of her, waiting for him to remove his hand and expose what he had inside the jacket.
The sound of a horse’s hooves brought her head around, and she nearly fainted with relief.
Angus galloped toward her on a bay gelding, riding in like the cavalry to the rescue.
Kurtz pulled his hand from inside his jacket and turned to face the man on the horse.
Angus reined in a few feet away and dropped to the ground. His glance shot from Bree to Kurtz and back. “Are you all right?” he asked Bree.
She nodded. “I’m fine. Mr. Kurtz was just leaving Wolf Creek Ranch.”
The man held out his hand to Angus. “Jeff Kurtz, outfitter and temporarily part of the search and rescue team.”
“Angus McKinnon.” Angus shook the man’s hand, his attention going back to Bree. “The search is being conducted in the canyon. They haven’t found any reason to come this far east.”
Kurtz shrugged. “I thought it might be reasonable he could have wandered farther away in the past few days. And the path of least resistance leads out of the canyon and onto Wolf Creek and Iron Horse Ranches.” He raised his brows. “Ms. Lansing said there are caves in the hills belonging to Wolf Creek. I think it’s possible Mr. McKinnon found his way into one of them for protection from the harsh weather.”
“Ms. Lansing and I will check them for my father. In the meantime, you should head back to the canyon and check in with the others,” Angus said. “They might be looking for you, and you don’t want them sending out a search party for one of the searchers, do you?”
Kurtz nodded. “No, I don’t.” He touched two fingers to his helmet. “Good luck finding your father.” He mounted his bike and roared away from Bree and Angus, heading for the canyon.
Angus frowned as he watched Kurtz disappear over the top of the ridge. “What was that all about?”
Bree shook her head. “I’m not sure.” She rubbed her hands over her arms. “You might ask the sheriff to keep an eye on him. I think he might be carrying a gun.”
Angus laughed. “Sweetheart, you know as well as I that every man and most of the women in Montana carry guns.”
Bree frowned. That might be true, but she had the feeling Kurtz had been about to pull his gun out and show her the business end. She could be wrong, but her gut was telling her that was what she’d almost witnessed.
Why Kurtz was so adamant—to the point of being fanatical—about looking in the caves for James McKinnon was a mystery to Bree.
She met Angus’s gaze. “I take it you didn’t find any trace of your father.”
He shook his head. “No. But they did find someone else’s remains.”
Bree’s eyes widened. “Someone else? Are you sure it’s not your father?”
“Positive. They were bones that have been there for a long time.”
“Where did they find them?”
“In the bottom of the canyon, not too far in. I stopped close to the site. It wasn’t far from the border of Wolf Creek Ranch.”
Bree frowned. “Could it have been a hiker, lost in the hills?”
“They don’t know. All they have to go on are bones, and possibly dental records. The state police will take them back to the lab and run a check through their missing persons database and see what they find.”
“That’s sad. Whoever it was has been there a while. His family would want to know.”
“The sheriff said the bones weren’t big enough to be a man. They suspect it was a woman.”
She climbed onto the ATV and fit her helmet over her head. “Can you and your horse keep up with me?”
Angus nodded. “Where are we going?”
“To look in those caves Kurtz was interested in.” She gunned the throttle, sending the four-wheeler leaping forward. She hadn’t wanted to go with Kurtz. But if there were any chance James McKinnon was holed up in one of those caves, she had to look.
Angus’s horse kept up with her ATV as she slowed to take the rocky trail up into the hills.
She hadn’t been to the caves for over thirteen years. To say she was rusty on the directions was an understatement. Many of the trees and scrubby bushes had grown bigger or disappeared altogether. Just when she thought she’d missed a turn along the way, they came to an outcropping of boulders she remembered. Her sense of direction had been better than she’d thought.
She pulled the ATV to a halt, switched off the engine and pulled off her helmet. “We walk from here.”
Angus looped the reins over the handlebars of the ATV and followed Bree up the side of a steep, gravel slope.
“Remember when we came out here to have a picnic? Just you and me?” she said as she climbed.
“I do. You made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and they got smashed when we slipped down this slope trying to race up to the caves.” He chuckled. “They tasted the same, but you were upset they were all smashed.”
She shot a smile over her shoulder. “I didn’t think you’d remember that. I kind of hoped you wouldn’t. I was pretty embarrassed. It was our first picnic together and I’d wanted everything to be perfect.”
“It was,” Angus said.
Bree’s chest warmed. Other than the smashed sandwiches, the rest of the picnic had been perfect. The cave they were headed for had been where she’d given him her virginity.
As she topped the rise, she entered a cave that was at least seven feet high and twenty feet deep, barely large enough to properly protect a person from the cold Montana wind.
It might not have been good for the cold wind, but the opening captured the sunlight, warming the dark stone ledge and overhang. It was a perfect spot for two young lovers to bask naked in the sun while making love for the first time.
Bree’s cheeks warmed at the memory. When she turned to glance at Angus, she could tell by the intense look in his eyes that he remembered, too.
Her core tightened and burned deep in her belly. If the weather wasn’t still so cold, and the sun was just a little bit warmer, they could recreate that scene from so long ago.
Angus captured her hand in his. “Do you ever wish we could go back to that day?”
More often that she cared to admit. “We can’t live in the past, nor can we recreate it. We’re different people now, and we need to find your father.”
His fingers tightened on her arm before he let go and took a step backward. “You’re right. We’re only here to find my father. But I haven’t forgotten. Not one little detail of that day, down to the grape jelly you knew I loved. And I haven’t forgotten how beautiful you were lying next to me on that stone on top of the sleeping bag you managed to pack in the saddle bag.”
She smiled. Getting that bag past her stepfather had been quite the challenge. He’d kept a very close eye on everything Bree had said or done, determined to control every aspect of her life.
When she looked up into Angus’s eyes, the years melted away, the sun warmed her cheeks and she remembered how beautiful their first time had been. Angus had been so gentle, and she’d loved the feeling of his skin against hers.
He cupped her cheek and bent to kiss her lips, just as he had that day.
Bree melted into him, her hands resting against his chest, her heart pounding with the same desire she’d felt the first time they’d been together. For the past thirteen years, she’d dreamed of this. Being in Angus’s arms, holding him, kissing him.
He tipped her chin up and stared into her eyes.
She drank him in, memorizing every beloved feature from his close-cropped, dark hair, to his eyes, which were the pure blue of a winter sky in Montana. His was the only face she wanted to see when she fell asleep at night and when she woke in the morning.
Then he kissed her lips, gently at first, the pressure increasing the longer they were sealed. Soon their need built into a frenzy.
Bree opened to him and he swept in, claiming her with his tongue. They stood wrapped in each other’s embrace, the chill mountain air forgotten in their need.
When at last they had to breathe, Bree rested her forehead against his chest, drawing in deep lungfuls of air into her lungs, inhaling his scent with every breath.
How could she walk away from him again when this was all over? For walk away she must.
Closing her eyes, she drew in a deep, heady breath and pushed away. “We’re here to find your father,” she reminded him softly. “There are a few more caves to check.”
When she pulled away, he captured her hand and stopped her. “This isn’t over,” he said.
“Yes, it is,” she said, her voice catching on a sob she refused to release.
He shook his head. “No, Bree. For now, we’ll put us on hold. But not forever.”
She didn’t argue. He’d eventually realize she’d been right and move on.
They left the cave and walked, slid and scooted across the steep, slippery slope to the next cave along the side of the hill. This one was smaller, but deeper and had a narrow stream running through the middle. As with the first cave, this one was empty.
“There’s one more along the trail. It’s a little more difficult to get to,” Bree said.
“I don’t remember it.”
She laughed. “You never got past the first one when we were dating.”
“Ah, yes.” He grinned and followed her down to the path and around a curve in the trail.
Bree stopped and stared up at a rocky bluff.
“It’s up there?” he asked, staring up at the large boulders they’d have to climb to get to the entrance.
“I used to take a book up to this cave and read through the day, returning to the ranch house at dark.”
“By yourself?” He stared at her as if she were crazy.
Her smile faded. “I knew no one could find me up there. It was my only escape.”
He squeezed her hand. “From him.”
She nodded.
“You could have been attacked by a bear, a wolf or a mountain lion.”
She shrugged. “I wasn’t afraid of them. I figured they’d be easier to fight than the man I lived with.” She took his hand. “Come on. I’ll show you.”
As nimble as a mountain goat, she led him up the side of the bluff, one boulder at a time. When they arrived at the ledge, they had to pull themselves up onto it. She had to turn sideways to enter the narrow passageway into the cave, but once inside, it opened into cavern the size of a house. The little bit of light coming through the entrance showed them enough to know Mr. McKinnon hadn’t found his way into the cave.
“Are there any more?” Angus asked.
Bree shook her head, sad that they hadn’t even found a clue as to where Angus’s father was.
“We should go back to the house. I need to go into Bozeman to see my mother. Perhaps she might know who has it in for her and the Wolf Creek Ranch.”
In silence, they hiked back down to where they’d left the horse and four-wheeler.
Bree lost herself in the eventuality of saying goodbye to her one and only love. The thought of leaving him again ripped the adhesive bandage off her pain and reestablished the ache in her chest and her gut. Her pain stood as testament to her continued love for that particular McKinnon brother.
Angus followed Bree out of the hills and back to where he’d found her at the gate leading to the pasture with the contaminated creek. “I have to take the horse back to our ranch. You can follow me.”
She shook her head. “My truck is at Wolf Creek.”
“I’d rather you came with me. We can swing by later to pick up your truck.”
She thought about it and finally decided that she didn’t want to go back to her mother’s house. It wasn’t the same without her in it.
Before she left, she used a strand of wire she pilfered off the gate’s brace posts and twisted it around the gate and post. Whoever had opened the gate and hadn’t closed it behind him, would have a difficult time opening the gate again.
Bree climbed onto the four-wheeler and followed Angus back through the broken fence to Iron Horse Ranch.
“I’m going to get a shower,” Angus said. “Then we’ll go see your mother. Hopefully, she’s feeling better and can answer some questions about what happened or who might have a beef with her, her foreman or anyone living at the ranch.”
Bree pressed her lips together. “I’m back here without my things again. I should have gone to Wolf Creek first.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll make it back there before dark. You’ll have your own clothes tonight. I promise. After we go to Bozeman and see your mother.”
Bree showered and dressed in her own clothes Angus’s mother had laundered and laid out on her bed. When they returned to get her things at Wolf Creek, she’d tell him she was going to stay there, and he could go back to Iron Horse Ranch alone. He’d protest, but she’d have to stand firm. The more she was with him, the more she wanted to stay with him. And that just couldn’t happen. Not when she had a pall of murder hanging over her.



CHAPTER 12
A fter he showered and dressed in clean jeans and a nice shirt, Angus went downstairs. His mother was working in the kitchen at the sink, which overlooked the barnyard and pastures beyond.
Angus leaned in and kissed his mother’s cheek. “We’ll find him,” he said.
She nodded. “Your brothers just got back. They’re out in the barn. Molly went out to help with the horses. Dinner will be ready soon.”
If they hadn’t rushed right in to report good news, they didn’t have any to share.
“I’ll let them know,” Angus said and left the kitchen.
The sun sank toward the mountaintops as Colin, Bastian, Duncan and Parker emerged from the barn, dusty and tight-lipped. Molly followed, brushing the dust off her jeans.
Angus stepped out on the porch, the cool air reminding him that he’d need a jacket.
“Anything?” He didn’t need to explain or qualify his brief question. They were all working toward the same goal—finding their father.
All four men shook their heads.
“Nothing,” Colin said.
Duncan removed his cowboy hat and ran his hand through his hair. “The dog was all over the avalanche area and didn’t find anything.”
Angus shook his head. “I’m beginning to think we’re searching the wrong area.”
“Heard from the sheriff about the bones,” Bastian said.
“Yeah? Do they know who it was?” Angus asked.
“Shelly Kurtz,” Bastian said.
“I was in high school when she went missing,” Duncan said. “I remember the talk at the feed store. They all thought her husband killed her and hid the body.”
Angus’s gut twisted. Kurtz was the man who’d been trespassing on Wolf Creek Ranch. “Wasn’t she married to Jeff Kurtz?”
Duncan nodded. “The sheriff said they couldn’t arrest Jeff because they couldn’t prove she’d been murdered, and he had an airtight alibi. Said he was with a couple of clients on a fly-fishing trip up in Canada.” He glanced up at Angus. “That, and they didn’t have a body.”
“How did they identify her?” Angus asked. “I thought all they had were the bones?”
“Sheriff Barron said they started with female missing persons reports in a fifty-mile radius, taking it back a few years,” Duncan said. “There weren’t very many. Shelly Kurtz was one of them. They had a copy of her dental records on file. The M.E. was able to match the dental records pretty quickly to confirm.”
The brothers climbed the steps and sprawled on the rocking chairs and swing.
“How were things at Wolf Creek?” Molly asked. “Any more animals we need to bring over?”
“Bree had a cow wander back to the barn. She put it in a stall.” Angus shook his head. “But guess who we ran into, trespassing on Wolf Creek?”
All their gazes locked on Angus.
“Jeff Kurtz.”
“What the hell was he doing on Wolf Creek?” Colin demanded.
“He claims he’s working with the sheriff to help find our father.”
Bastian frowned. “Then why was he on Wolf Creek?”
“He said he wanted to check the caves in the hills there in case our father had been injured and confused.”
“It’s a long way from the canyon to wander onto Wolf Creek land,” Bastian noted. “But it has been more than three days.”
“Did Kurtz say what he found?” Molly asked.
Angus’s lips twisted. “He didn’t know where the caves were. We sent him on his way. Bree and I rode out and climbed around inside three caves.” He shook his head. “We didn’t find him, or any indication that he might have been there.”
“Still, it didn’t hurt to look,” Colin said, sounding tired. “Like Angus said, we might be looking in the wrong place.”
“What did the sheriff say about the search?” Angus asked.
Colin took off his hat and ran his fingers along the rim. “They’ve called it off. The helicopters and the SAR team won’t be back tomorrow. The sheriff’s department doesn’t have enough manpower to keep looking and run their regular shifts.”
“They’ve given up.” Angus wanted to be angry and rail at those people who were willing to give up on their father. But he couldn’t. They had lives and families to go home to. If they’d found anything, they would have kept going. But after four days of searching, they hadn’t uncovered a damned thing. It was as if their father had disappeared off the face of the earth.
The door to the house opened, and their mother stepped out onto the porch.
Silence descended.
She looked from one of her sons to the next, and the next, and then squared her shoulders. “You’ve done your best. Dinner’s ready.”
Angus slipped an arm around her shoulders. “We’re not done yet.”
She shook her head. “You can’t keep looking. If the National Guard and the Search and Rescue people haven’t found him yet, there’s no telling where he is. And as cold as it’s been, there’s no way he can still be…” She choked on her words and stumbled.
Angus gripped her shoulders and steadied her, pulling her into his arms. Though she was small compared to her husband and boys, she had always been strong, capable and willing to pitch in with the hardest work. She’d thrown hay bales that weighed half again as much as she did. She’d roped steers, built barns and raised her boys to be the best men they could be and taught her daughter that she could do anything she set her mind to.
God, it hurt Angus to see her break down.
“We’re not giving up,” Angus repeated.
His mother wiped the tears from her cheeks and forced a smile to her face. “Well, you’re not going back out there tonight. Get in here and eat before your dinner gets cold.”
The brothers chuckled at her commanding tone. Not much kept their mother down for long.
As he entered the house, Angus looked toward the staircase.
Bree had just taken the last step down when she spotted them.
“We’ll leave for Bozeman right after dinner,” Angus said. He wasn’t leaving before. His mother needed his support as much as Bree’s mother needed hers.
Bree nodded and smiled at Angus’s mother. “I smell something wonderful.”
“We’re having fried chicken and mashed potatoes. It was James’s favorite.” Her eyes filled, and a tear slipped down her cheek. “Damn it. I’m not normally a crier.”
Bree reached out and took Mrs. McKinnon’s hands. “You’re allowed to cry. There’s no shame in it.”
She snorted in an unladylike manner. “Tell that to my children. I’ve always tried to live by the motto, Never show weakness. People take advantage of you when you do.”
“You’re allowed to be human around your family,” Bree said. “Now, how can I help? Or did I wait long enough that you’ve done it all?” She said that last bit with a teasing smile.
The family pitched in and helped set the table with flatware and glasses, while Angus took his father’s usual position at the head of the table.
Once they settled into chairs, Angus and his siblings made a marked effort to keep the atmosphere light. They told old jokes and poked fun at each other until they laughed.
Their father would have wanted them keep living.
When dinner was done, his mother waved him and Bree away from the kitchen. “Go on. We have enough of us here to clean up. You need to get to Bozeman to see Bree’s mother. Give her my love and let her know we’ll do whatever it takes to keep things running on Wolf Creek.”
Her sons all nodded their agreement.
Bree smiled. “Thank you for all you’ve done for my mother. She’s truly blessed to have you as neighbors.”
His mother laid a hand on her arm. “Tell Karen that when she and Ray get out of the hospital, I expect them to stay with us until it’s safe to return to Wolf Creek.”
“That goes for the animals as well,” Duncan said. “They can stay as long as necessary.”
“That includes you, too,” Mrs. McKinnon said.
“That means a lot to me. You all have been wonderful to take me in,” Bree said. “Thank you.”
Angus was glad his brothers had dropped their open animosity toward Bree. She’d had her reasons for leaving Montana. He hoped she would trust him enough to share those reasons with him. Until then, he’d be patient. One thing was certain, he didn’t want to lose her again. Somehow, he would convince her to stay. If he had to leave the military, he would. If he had to leave Montana…
Angus stared across the room at his mother. The McKinnon family was tight-knit. They would do anything for one of their own. Angus was a McKinnon, through and through. Was he willing to abandon his family to follow the woman he loved?
He prayed he wouldn’t have to make that choice. Already, he was convinced he needed to end his military career to be closer to home and help his father and mother with the ranch. As the oldest of the siblings, it was his duty to be there for them.
Angus loved his life in Delta Force, but his heart and family were on Iron Horse Ranch. He belonged here. Of all people, Bree should understand. He hoped.
The drive into Bozeman was done in silence. Bree had her own thoughts and memories filling her mind, making her even more determined to come clean with her part in the death of her stepfather. She couldn’t continue to live the lie.
When her mother and Ray were well enough to take care of the ranch on their own, she’d break it to them. Then she’d turn herself into the sheriff and accept whatever punishment the courts determined.
Inside the hospital, Bree entered her mother’s room and found an empty bed, ready for a new patient. Her heart slammed against her chest and spun toward the nurses’ station. “Mrs. Hemming… What’s happened to my mother? Is she okay?”
The nurse glanced up and smiled. “She’s doing great.” Her eyes widened, and she shot a glance toward the room. “Oh, sorry. She decided to do her exercise by walking down to Mr. Rausch’s room. She’s been there for the past thirty minutes. It gave me time to change her sheets and clean her room.”
Bree pressed a hand to her chest to slow her beating heart. “Thank God.”
“Do you want me to get her and bring her back to her room?”
“No,” Bree said. “We wanted to check on Ray as well.”
Angus hooked her elbow and walked with her to the other end of the hallway where Ray’s room was located.
Laughter sounded from inside.
Bree knocked before pushing the door open.
Her mother sat on a bench by the window, while Ray sat in a chair. Each wore the requisite hospital gowns and were hooked to IVs, but they were smiling and appeared to be doing much better than the last time Bree had visited.
“Oh, Bree, I’m so glad you came.” Her mother started to get up, but Bree waved a hand to stop her. She sank back onto the bench. “The doctor said he was only keeping us one more night to make sure our systems are completely flushed of the toxins. But they should release us tomorrow.”
“Don’t know where we’ll go,” Ray said. “But anywhere has to be better than staying here.”
“Don’t get us wrong,” Bree’s mother interjected. “The staff has been great.”
“But it’s a hospital,” Ray said. “And I need to get back to work.”
Bree’s mother touched Angus’s arm. “We heard on the news that they’d found a body in the canyon.”
Angus shook his head. “It wasn’t my father. He’s still missing.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Karen said. “But I’m glad it wasn’t him. Do they know who it is?”
“They had a match on dental records,” Bree said. “The M.E. thinks it’s Shelly Kurtz.”
Bree’s mother’s face blanched. “Shelly Kurtz?”
Bree frowned. “Yes. Why? What’s the matter?”
Her mother shook her head. “Nothing.”
Ray reached out to take her mother’s hand. “What is it, Karen?”
“It’s just…” She shook her head. “Sweet Jesus. It’s like I can’t ever be free of him.”
“Of who?” Ray pressed.
“Greg.” She looked into Ray’s face. “Shelly was the woman he was having an affair with.”
Bree’s head jerked back. “She was the one you accused him of having an affair with?”
Her mother nodded, tears trickling down her cheeks. “After you left, I went out to the barn and told him I was done with him. He could have Shelly and his stupid ranch. I wasn’t going to put up with him hitting me or you ever again.”
“You went back out to the barn after I left?” Bree’s breath hitched in her chest. “Was he…was he…”
“Mad? Of course,” her mother said. “He came after me, and I…” her voice cracked on a sob, “and I grabbed the shovel and hit him in the head.” She bent over, pressing her fist against her mouth. “I…I killed him.”
Bree staggered backward, her heart fluttering ineffectively inside her chest, her vision blurring. “He wasn’t dead when you went into the barn?”
Karen shook her head. “No. No. I killed him. I hit him with the shovel. He went down, and I left him there to go check on the cake in the oven. I thought I’d just knocked him out, and he’d come back to the house. I took the cake out of the oven, ran upstairs and started packing.” She looked up through her tears. “That’s when I saw the fire in the barn. I just stood there and watched it burn.” She shook her head. “I killed Greg.”
“No, you didn’t,” a voice said from behind Bree. “I did.”
Bree and Angus spun to face the woman standing in the doorway.
“Meredith?” Bree stared at the woman she’d known as the city librarian since she was a little girl, Meredith Smalls.
The petite woman, with her straight, yellowing gray hair pulled back in a neat bun at the nape of her neck, stood in the doorway with a vase of daisies.
“I brought these for you,” she said, her voice soft, her shoulders slumped. “If one of you would be so good as to call the sheriff, I’m ready to confess.” She held out the flowers.
Bree hurried forward to take the vase and set it on the nightstand beside the bed. “What are you talking about? I thought I’d killed Greg.”
“No, sweetheart, I did,” Bree’s mother said. “That’s why I told you to leave. I didn’t want you caught up in the murder investigation. I didn’t want anyone to find you guilty by association with me. Everyone knew what a bastard he was. But that didn’t make it right for me to kill him.”
“Sounds to me like you only defended yourself against him,” Ray said, patting her arm. “He was a mean son of a bitch. He deserved what he got.”
Meredith shook her head. “Neither one of you killed Mr. Hemming. The barn was on fire when I drove up. When I ran to the door to see if anyone was inside, I found Mr. Hemming letting the last horse out of its stall. When he turned to see me, I stood in the doorway and told him off for hitting Evan.”
“He hit Evan?” Ray looked to Bree’s mother.
She nodded. “He did. I told him if he did it again, I’d kill him.” She pressed her hand to her mouth. “And then I did.”
Again, Meredith shook her head. “He wasn’t dead until I killed him,” the librarian said. “He charged at me, roaring like a lion.” Meredith’s hand fluttered at her throat. “I was so scared, I swung my purse, hitting him in the side of the head.”
“That wouldn’t have killed him,” Angus said.
Meredith gave a hint of a smile. “I carried a brick in my purse for self-defense.” She lifted her shoulders and let them drop. “Never did like carrying a gun.” She lifted her chin. “I drove off before he could come chasing after me. He must have been out cold when the barn burned to the ground. So, you see, I killed Mr. Hemming.”
Angus turned to Bree and gripped her arms. “Is that why you left Wolf Creek Ranch?”
Bree nodded, tears welling in her eyes. “I couldn’t stay. If I had, they would have charged me with murder. My mother had already lost her husband, I couldn’t let her lose her daughter the same day. I left so that when they did come after me, she wouldn’t have to witness my shame.”
Bree’s mother pushed to her feet and shuffled toward her, bringing her IV stand with her. “Oh, baby, if I’d only known. I would have owned up to my part in his death much sooner. I thought you left because you knew and didn’t want to be around someone who could commit such a heinous crime.”
“I could never be ashamed of you,” Bree said, hugging her mother. “You were a saint to put up with that man. He was a horrible, horrible man.”
Meredith Smalls walked to the phone on the nightstand and lifted it from the receiver. “I’m making that call. Neither one of you should suffer because of what I did.”
Bree held up her hand. “Don’t, Meredith. You only did what you had to in order to protect Evan and yourself. Greg attacked you. You defended yourself, just like we did.”
“Maybe so, but I’ve lived in fear of being found out for the past thirteen years. I can’t do it anymore.” She paused with her finger poised over the buttons. “Only, will you promise me one thing?”
“What’s that?” Bree’s mother asked.
“Please take care of Evan. He knows and trusts you. If I go to jail, he’ll be lost, or worse, turned over to be a ward of the state.”
“Nothing’s going to happen to you, Meredith,” Karen said. “We’ll make sure you have a good lawyer.”
“Promise me,” Meredith begged, tears spilling down her cheeks.
“I promise,” Karen said.
Meredith placed the call to Sheriff Barron. When she hung up, she stared across at Karen. “He said to go home and rest. He’ll see me in the morning.” She smiled. “I feel so much better for getting that off my chest. No matter what happens now, I don’t have to carry around that secret.”
She crossed to Karen and gave her a hug. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that. It was all my fault, and you thought it was yours all these years. I’m so, so sorry.” She turned to Bree. “And you, too. You both carried the same secret as I did. I know how hard that was. I hope you both can now get on with your lives, knowing you didn’t kill Greg.” She walked toward the door. “Now, I have to go and finish cleaning the house. I might not have a chance after the sheriff’s visit tomorrow.”
When Meredith left, silence swelled like a black hole in the hospital room.
Bree finally looked toward Angus. “I didn’t kill Greg Hemming. I can come home.” A smile spread across her face, and she fell into his arms.



CHAPTER 13
T  hirty minutes later, Angus led Bree out of the hospital and to his truck in the parking lot. Once there, he held her for a long time, kissing her like there was no tomorrow. Or rather, like they were just beginning a lot of tomorrows together.
When he finally let her up for air, she gasped, breathing hard. “I’m sorry,” she said. “So, sorry.”
“Don’t be. I’m just glad you’re free of that horrible secret.”
She shook her head and buried her face in his chest. “I couldn’t be with you, knowing I’d killed a man. If I’d gone to jail, the Army might have thought you helped. They might have kicked you out of the service. I couldn’t let that happen.” Her tears soaked his shirt.
Angus didn’t care. He finally knew why she’d left. To protect him.
“Come on, let’s head back.” Angus opened the passenger door and held it while Bree climbed in. “Let’s get back to Eagle Rock. I want to stop by and see if the sheriff’s working late.”
The ride back to Eagle Rock was filled with Bree’s words. She told him every detail she could remember about the night the barn burned with Greg Hemming in it. She went on to tell him about her cross-country journey to the coast and the ferry ride to Juneau.
“I never stopped thinking about you.” She turned to him, chewing on her bottom lip the way she always did when something troubled her. “I want you to know that if you don’t feel the same way about me now, I’ll understand. A person can change his mind after thirteen years. I won’t hold it against you if you decide you don’t want to see me anymore.”
He shook his head. “Sweetheart, I don’t feel the same way about you.”
The hope that had been shining in her eyes dulled, and her face fell.
“I love you even more than I did thirteen years ago. We were just kids then. I thought you were the one for me then, but I’m a grown man now. I know you’re the right woman for me.” He reached across the console for her hand and held it the rest of the way into Eagle Rock.
Angus couldn’t believe how things had turned out. He’d come back to Iron Horse Ranch to the tragic loss of his father. He’d never expected to find the woman he’d thought lost to him all those years ago.
Now, if he could find his father and bring him home, all would be right with the world again.
“How do you feel about staying in Montana?” he asked as they drove into Eagle Rock.
Bree smiled. “I don’t care where I am, as long as I’m with you.”
“You’d follow me if I continued to serve in the Army?”
“Absolutely.”
“What if I choose to stay and manage the Iron Horse Ranch?” he asked.
She turned a frown toward him. “Do you think your father isn’t coming back?”
He shot a brief glance her way. “I haven’t given up on him, yet. But I’m thinking through the scenarios and what I need to do in any case.” He pulled into the sheriff’s station and shifted into park. “Even if…no… When my father returns, he’s not getting any younger. I feel like it’s my duty to be here to help him transition into retirement. He shouldn’t have to run the ranch until the day he dies. One or all of us will ultimately have to take over and run the operation.”
“Unless you sell,” Bree said.
Angus snorted. “No way in hell will Iron Horse Ranch ever be sold to strangers. It’s been in the McKinnon family since my great, great grandfather came over from Scotland. If I don’t keep the ranch going and pass it down to my children, one of my siblings will.”
“What about Molly? She loves the ranch. She’s just as capable of running it as you.”
Angus smiled. “She is. And I wouldn’t want to take any of that away from her. But it’s a big ranch, and there’s room for all of us to play a part in its success.”
“Like I said, I’ll be happy anywhere you are.” She squeezed his hand. “For thirteen years, I missed you like nobody’s business. I don’t want to lose you now. If it means following you to the ends of the earth or staying put in Montana, I’m in.”
Angus leaned across the console and kissed her hard on the lips. “Save my spot. I’m not finished kissing you.”
He let go of her hand and dropped down from the truck.
Bree opened her door and climbed down as well.
They entered the sheriff’s station hand in hand.
The dispatcher looked up from her monitor. “Can I help you?”
“Is the sheriff in?” Angus asked.
Before the dispatcher could answer, a voice sounded from down the hallway behind her.
“Someone looking for me?” Sheriff Barron poked his head out of an office. “Angus, come see this.”
Angus and Bree joined Sheriff Barron in his office. He had his monitor up with a blurred image frozen on the screen.
The sheriff sat in his chair and rested his hand on the mouse. “I just got this from the prison authorities.”
“What is it?” Bree asked.
“The dashcam from the prison transport William Reed was on.” He clicked the play button and leaned back so they could see. For a few moments, all they saw was the road in front of the hood of the vehicle. Other cars passed the transport and left it behind. Then out of the corner of the screen, a blur of something moving fast shot in front of the transport vehicle.
The view of the road veered wildly and bounced as the transport vehicle ran off the road and down into a ditch. Then the world seemed to spin with views of the earth and sky, over and over.
The sheriff paused the video. “Did you see it?”
“See what?” Angus asked. “That blur that ran in front of the transport?”
“Yes!” The sheriff leaned forward and, using the mouse, clicked on the timeline for the video, backing it up to just before the transport flipped. He started the video again at a much slower speed. When the blur appeared in the corner of the screen, he paused it and zoomed in.
“Now, pay close attention.” The Sheriff played the video, one frame at a time until the blur became evident.
“It’s a motorcycle,” Angus said.
Bree touched Angus’s arm.
A bolt of electricity ripped through his nerves. He liked when she touched him and wanted her to keep doing it.
“I know that motorcycle, and so do you.” She looked up into his eyes.
Then it came to Angus where he’d seen the bike. Out in a pasture on Wolf Creek Ranch. “Jeff Kurtz.”
Sheriff Barron’s lips tightened. “We already have a BOLO out to bring him in for questioning concerning the death of his wife, Shelly. No one’s seen him since they found her remains.”
“We saw him this afternoon on Wolf Creek Ranch,” Bree said. “He told us he was helping you look for James McKinnon.”
The sheriff shook his head. “I didn’t ask for his help, and he wasn’t there when the volunteers showed up to assist. He’s operating on his own.” He stared up at Angus. “Since he was out your way, you might want to warn your family to be cautious should he show up again.”
“Mind if I borrow a phone?” Angus asked.
“Go for it.” The sheriff stood. “I need to let my nightshift know what’s happening. If he was the one who caused the crash, he could’ve been the one who killed William Reed. He might also know the whereabouts of your father. We need to bring him in. Alive.”
When Angus placed the call to Iron Horse Ranch, his brother Duncan answered the phone. He gave him all the information he’d just learned and asked him to warn everyone to be careful.
When he hung up, the sheriff stood in the doorway, shaking his head. “You think you know the people in your town…” He snorted. “I guess we don’t know them as well as we think we do.” He tipped his head toward Bree. “I understand Meredith Smalls confessed to killing Greg Hemming.”
Bree nodded. “My mother and I thought we had. And truthfully, Meredith didn’t murder him. She was protecting herself. He was a bully, and he didn’t have a problem hitting women.”
The sheriff nodded. “None of us were sorry to see that barn burn…with him in it. I’ll have to perform a thorough investigation, but I’m with you. She knocked him out in self-defense. I don’t think there’s a judge in Montana who would see it otherwise.” He held out his hand to Bree.
She placed her hand in his.
“I’m glad you’re back. Your mother’s a good woman. She missed you.”
Bree smiled. “I’m glad I’m back, too.”
“I hope she’s feeling better.”
“She is,” Bree said.
“Speaking of Bree’s mother,” Angus’s gaze locked on the sheriff, “have you narrowed down the list of people who purchased bags of rat poison?”
“The state police have their hands full of other investigations. I wanted the answers sooner, so I handed it to Hank Patterson. He’s a former Navy SEAL who has set up a protective service called Brotherhood Protectors. He’s got a good tech guy who’s looking into that. He thinks he’ll have something on it by tomorrow. Maybe sooner.”
“Do you think Jeff Kurtz could have dumped that bag of rat poison in the creek?” Bree asked.
The sheriff shrugged. “He could have. Although we don’t have a motivation for poisoning your mother and the ranch foreman.”
“Could he have wanted them off the ranch for some reason?” Bree suggested.
The sheriff tapped a finger to his chin. “It’s possible.”
“He was interested in searching the caves on Wolf Creek,” Bree said. “He wanted me to show him where they were.”
“We found William Reed,” the sheriff said. “But we didn’t find the money he stole. People have been looking for that money for the past thirteen years and haven’t found it, that we know of.”
“If Kurtz helped Reed escape, he must have thought he’d get something out of it,” Angus said.
Bree nodded. “The money.”
“Then why would he kill Reed?” Angus asked.
“Maybe he didn’t,” the sheriff said. “We haven’t established yet who gave Reed the burner phone. Perhaps there’s another person. The one he met in the cave where we found him.”
“And that person killed him before he could tell Kurtz where the money was,” Angus concluded.
“We could have more than one dangerous person running loose in the area. At least we know who one of them is. My men are watching for Kurtz. Maybe he’ll lead us to whoever else was in on Reed’s escape.” Sheriff Barron walked them to the door. “You two be careful. Kurtz will be more desperate if he knows he’s being hunted.”
They said their goodbyes to the sheriff and walked out of the station.
Angus helped Bree up into the truck. “Ready to head back to Iron Horse?”
Bree shook her head. “Not really. I’d like to go somewhere that we aren’t under your family’s microscope.”
Angus’s lips twitched. “How about the Blue Moose Tavern? Can I buy you a drink?”
She raised her brows. “Is this a date?”
“Not this time. I want to take you out proper. We can dress up and go somewhere fancy to eat.”
“I’d be happy to have peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in a cave. And for dessert, make love on sleeping bag.” She held out her hand for his.
He curled his fingers around hers and counted his blessings. “I can arrange that.”
Bree settled back in the seat, a smile on her face as Angus drove the short distance to the Blue Moose Tavern. The front parking lot was full, so he parked at the side of the building and helped Bree down from her seat.
They entered the tavern through the front door, found a seat at the bar and ordered a couple of beers.
If her mother hadn’t been poisoned and his father wasn’t missing, they could have been anyone out on the town enjoying each other’s company and spending time making memories.
Bree wasn’t sure what she was looking for by being at the tavern, but she wasn’t ready to go back to the Iron Horse Ranch. She didn’t want to share Angus with anyone else. Not that night. Not yet.
He sat with one hand on her knee and the other holding his beer. The warmth of his hand on her leg made her insanely happy.
Bree couldn’t help staring at him, drinking in how beautiful he was. She wanted to hear all about his life in the military and the places he’d been. This man was her love, her life, her everything. Now that she had him back, she never wanted to let him go again.
Angus set his beer on the counter and squeezed her leg gently. “I need to visit the latrine.”
She smiled at the word, loving how “military” he sounded. “I could stand a break as well.” She rose and followed him to the hallway where the bathrooms were located. She went into the ladies’ room and he entered the men’s.
After she finished her business, she washed her hands, staring at her image in the mirror. The smile on her face almost made her look like someone else. She couldn’t remember ever being this happy. For so long, she’d existed in a gray cloud of misery, wishing she was with Angus, but knowing she never could be.
Now, everything had changed. She wasn’t going to jail. And Angus wanted to be with her. Her grin broadened, and suddenly, she couldn’t get back to him fast enough. She flung open the door to find him standing there.
He pulled her into his arms and held her tight. “I thought you were going to stay in there forever.”
“Are you kidding? I couldn’t wait to get back out here to see you. I’ve got thirteen years to make up. I don’t want to waste a minute.”
“Ditto,” he said and kissed her until her toes curled. When he let her up for air, she leaned her cheek against his chest and listened to the wild beating of his heart. “You know we could stay here tonight. Rent a room over the tavern. Just you and me.”
“I like the way you think, woman.” He bent to claim her lips again.
The roar of a small engine sounded nearby.
Bree laughed. “On second thought, it might be too noisy.”
“I don’t know why we have laws about mufflers on cars, but don’t require motorcycles to have them,” Angus muttered.
Bree froze. “You think that’s a motorcycle engine?”
“I’m betting it is.” His brow descended. “You don’t think he’d be stupid enough to show up in town, do you?”
“Only one way to find out.” Bree turned toward the exit at the end of the hallway. It led to an alley at the back of the tavern.
“Let me go first,” Angus said. He pushed the door open a little and looked out.
“See anything?” Bree whispered.
“No.” He pushed it wider and walked outside onto the concrete stoop. “I don’t see a bike.”
Bree stepped out beside him. “Maybe he drove by.” She took off for the corner. “He could have parked on the other side of the building.”
“Bree, wait,” Angus called out.
Bree ran toward the corner across from where a large trash bin stood. She stopped short of the corner and looked around the edge.
“There it is,” she whispered.
Angus came to a halt behind her and rested a hand on her shoulder. “We need to call the sheriff.”
“It’s his,” Bree said. “I remember it from out in the pasture. Do you think he knows they found Shelly’s body?”
A loud crack sounded behind Bree.
Angus’s hand on her shoulder grew heavy and then his body slumped against hers, knocking her to her knees.
“He knows,” a raspy voice said behind her.
Then a hand grabbed her hair and jerked her head back.
Bree opened her mouth to scream, but something was stuffed into it before she could utter a sound.
With Angus’s limp body pinning her to the ground, she couldn’t move, couldn’t run or escape. Her arms were pulled up sharply behind her and secured together with what felt like a thin plastic strap. Face down on the ground, she couldn’t see her attacker, but knew without a doubt it was Jeff Kurtz. That voice. She wouldn’t forget it. Ever again.
A burlap bag was thrown over her head and pulled over her shoulders. Angus’s body was shoved aside, freeing her legs.
Bree rolled over, bunched her knees under her and pushed to her feet. She couldn’t see, but she sure as hell could run. Taking off, she ran as fast as she could in a direction she hoped would take her to the front of the tavern.
She hadn’t gone three yards when she hit something hard and metal. The trash bin.
“Are you through playing around?” the raspy voice said.
With her mouth full of some kind of fabric, she couldn’t respond.
The next thing she knew, she was hoisted up and flung over a shoulder, an arm firmly clamping her legs so that she couldn’t move them.
She twisted and struggled to make him drop her, but he held on tight.
The sound of a vehicle door opening made her struggle even harder. If he got her into the vehicle, she was a goner. Hadn’t she learned that somewhere? Never get into the vehicle. If you have to take a knife or bullet, you were still better off than being taken.
However, no matter how hard she fought, she couldn’t break free. Then she was thrown onto a floorboard, her legs shoved through the door and the door slammed tight.
No. Please, God, no.
An engine kicked over and roared to life. If Bree had to guess, she was in a truck, by the sound of it.
She tried to get her legs beneath her and to shimmy out of the burlap bag but shoved between what felt like a front seat and a backseat, she couldn’t get enough leverage.
No matter how hopeless she felt, Bree couldn’t give up. She had to get out of this situation and back to Angus. She prayed he was all right. He couldn’t die now. Not when they had their whole lives together to look forward to.



CHAPTER 14
P ain knifed through the back of Angus’s skull. He fought the darkness, knowing he had to wake up. He had to open his eyes.
When he did, the light wasn’t much better. The grit of gravel pressed into his cheek and hands. For a moment he was confused. This wasn’t his bed. Was he back in Afghanistan? Had he been knocked unconscious by an explosion?
His head sure felt as if it had suffered a blast. Angus pushed to his knees and finally to his feet, swaying as his vision clouded.
He leaned against a wall and concentrated on the two things in front of him and making them one. When the double-vision cleared and became a single object, he noticed a motorcycle standing a few feet away from him.
In that moment of clarity, everything came back to him in a rush.
“Bree,” he called out.
She didn’t answer.
He spun, looking in all directions. She wasn’t there.
Angus ran to the back door of the tavern and yanked on the door knob. It was locked. He ran around to the front of the building and burst through the door. People turned to stare at him. He didn’t give a damn. He had to find Bree.
The bartender rounded the edge of the bar and came toward him. “Hey, man, you’re bleeding. Want me to call an ambulance?”
He shook his head, causing more pain to rip through his head. “No. The woman I came with. Did she come back through here?”
The bartender shook his head. “No. The last time I saw her, she was with you. You two were headed for the bathrooms.” He frowned. “What happened?”
“Someone hit me and took her. Give me your phone,” Angus demanded.
The bartender reached over the counter, grabbed the phone and handed it to him. “Who are you calling?”
“My brothers,” Angus said.
The man pulled out his cellphone. “I’ll call the sheriff. Any idea who might have taken her?”
“No. Yes. Hell. Maybe,” he said, dialing the house phone out at Iron Horse Ranch.
Duncan answered on the first ring. “Iron Horse Ranch.”
“Duncan, he got Bree.”
“Who got him?”
“I think it was Jeff Kurtz. He’s got her.”
“Where are you?”
“At the Blue Moose.”
“We’re on our way.”
“No, don’t come here. Jeff wanted her to take him to the caves on Wolf Creek. I bet that’s where he’s headed. You have to get over there. Take Colin, Bastian and Parker. Hurry. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“Angus, I don’t know where those caves are,” Duncan said.
“Then meet me at the Wolf Creek Ranch House as soon as possible. I’m on my way.” Angus tossed the phone onto the counter and turned to run out the door.
The bartender caught his arm. “I have the sheriff on the phone. What do you want me to tell him?”
“Find Bree,” he said. “Hell, let me.” He took the cellphone from the man and held it to his ear. “I think Kurtz has Bree. He wanted her to show him where the caves were on Wolf Creek Ranch. I’m headed there now. My brothers are meeting me at the ranch house. If I’m wrong, I need you to set up road blocks. Whatever it takes to stop him from getting out of the county with her.”
“I’ll get my deputies on the roads, and I’ll meet you at the ranch. We’ll get her back,” the sheriff promised.
Angus wanted to snark back at the man that they had yet to find his father in the past four days he’d been missing. But he held his tongue. The sheriff had been out there along with the rest of them doing his best to help.
Someone who knew the Crazy Mountains as well as a hunting outfitter like Jeff Kurtz could find all kinds of places to hide a body. He’d proven it when he’d hidden his wife’s body so that it hadn’t been found for thirteen years.
Angus’s heart slid into the pit of his belly. They had to find Bree before Kurtz harmed her. The man wasn’t above murdering a woman.
Angus handed the cellphone to the bartender and ran for the door, fishing in his pocket for his truck keys.
They weren’t in either pocket. A sinking feeling crushed his chest. He ran out the front of the building and around to the side parking lot.
His truck was gone.
He ran to the other side of the building where Kurtz had left his motorcycle. Thankfully, the keys were in the ignition.
It had been a long time since he’d driven a motorcycle. He hoped he didn’t kill himself trying to get out to Wolf Creek. Bree needed him to be in one piece to save her.
Bree wasn’t sure where Kurtz was taking her, but she knew for certain they’d turned off the main highway and were traveling over rutted roads, and sometimes no roads at all. Like now. She felt every bump and jolt rattling her bones and bruising her body.
When the vehicle finally stopped, she gathered her strength and prayed for an opportunity to escape.
The door opened, and the cool night air wrapped around her, making her shiver.
Kurtz grabbed her ankles and dragged her out of the truck.
Without the luxury of the use of her arms to break her fall, she hit the ground hard with one of her shoulders, and her head bounced against hard-packed earth.
The burlap sack was yanked off her body and she blinked up at a star-filled sky.
Kurtz squatted next to her face and shined a flashlight into her eyes. “Time to go to work.” He yanked the cloth out of her mouth, grabbed her arm and stood her on her feet. He pressed a pistol to her temple. “Try anything stupid, and I’ll put a bullet through your pretty little head.”
“Where are we?” Bree croaked, her mouth so dry she found it hard to form words.
“You should know. We’re on the trail you and your boyfriend were on earlier today when you took him to the caves. Now, you’re going to take me.”
“You followed us earlier, you should be able to find them yourself.”
“I couldn’t get close enough to see where you left the trail and climbed up into them. So move it. I figure we only have a short amount of time before your boyfriend sends the National Guard out to find you. Not that it’ll do any good. They sure as hell didn’t find his daddy. They won’t find you, either.”
Bree tried to swallow to lubricate her dry throat, but she didn’t have any spit in her mouth to accomplish that simple task. “Did you kill Mr. McKinnon?”
Kurtz snorted. “I didn’t. I suspect the idiot who killed Reed had something to do with McKinnon’s disappearance. Why he killed Reed, I don’t know. Reed was the only one who knew where the money was stashed. Now, we might never know.”
With a heavy-duty spotlight in one hand, Kurtz grabbed her arm with his empty hand and marched her along the trail leading deeper into the hills. Steep walls rose on either side of the trail.
“Do you think Reed hid the money in one of these caves?” Bree asked.
“I know he did. He told me so.”
“He told you he hid the money in the caves on Wolf Creek Ranch?”
Kurtz jerked her arm in an attempt to hurry her along. “He didn’t tell me which exact cave he hid the money in. He just said he hid it in one of the caves up in the Crazy Mountains near the border between the Iron Horse and Wolf Creek ranches.”
“That could be anywhere in a five-mile radius,” Bree said.
“Yeah, well, he didn’t want to tell me where the money was until I helped him escape. Then he went and got himself killed before I could meet up with him at our designated rendezvous.”
Bree didn’t tell him the caves they were heading for were empty. The longer she delayed him, the more chance she had of finding a way to escape. And the more time she bought for Angus to come to and find her. “So, you were the one who sneaked the burner phone into the prison?”
“Not me. I don’t know how he got that phone, but he used it to contact me. He needed someone to run the transport vehicle off the road. I guess he knew I was up for the job. I’m sure as hell not making enough at the outfitter gig.”
“I guess you didn’t mind working with a convicted murderer. I understand you two have a lot in common.” Bree knew she was pushing her luck. She figured the man would use her to find the caves then kill her. What did she have to lose by asking questions? If she did manage to survive, she’d be able to pass on the information she ascertained to the sheriff.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kurtz said, picking up the pace until they were all but running.
“Shelly,” Bree said. “You got away with murdering her for thirteen years. I know a murderer when I see one, because I am one,” she said. “I killed my stepfather.” At least, for thirteen years, she’d thought she’d killed him. Kurtz didn’t have to know the truth.
“You killed Greg Hemming?” He glanced at her. “I thought he died in a barn fire?”
“After I hit him in the head with a shovel,” Bree admitted.
He snorted. “Bastard deserved it. He was screwing my wife.”
“And cheating on my mother,” Bree added.
“He and Shelly were planning on running away together. Did he tell you that?”
“No kidding?” Bree kept up the conversation even as she huffed and puffed to keep up with Kurtz’s pace.
“Yeah. They were supposed to get Reed out of the state after he robbed the armored truck. Shelly told me all about it, when she knew she’d been caught. She tried to get me to go in on it with her to keep me from killing her.” He snorted. “She was a lying, cheating bitch and too stupid to live. Once she told me about the money Reed stashed in the hills, I didn’t need her anymore, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to let Hemming have her.”
“How’d you do it?”
“Do what?”
“Kill your wife?” Bree asked. She really didn’t want to know, but Kurtz seemed so proud of his accomplishment. And if she ever had the chance to turn him in, she’d have the information the M.E. could use to look for forensic evidenced to corroborate Kurtz’s story and nail his sentence.
“I slit her throat. If I’d known how much blood she’d spew, I would’ve buried her alive and let her suffocate. She didn’t deserve a quick death like you gave Hemming.”
Bree slowed to a stop on the trail. “If you didn’t give Reed the burner phone, who did?”
Kurtz shrugged. “Reed was a sneaky bastard. He wasn’t smart enough to pull off that armored truck heist by himself. Someone helped him plan it. And it wasn’t Shelly or Greg. Neither one of them was any smarter than Reed. And both of them are dead now. Whoever helped him thirteen years ago helped get him out of jail in that transport van. I just created the diversion to make it crash.”
“You don’t know who it was?”
“If I knew, I sure as hell wouldn’t be digging in every cave in the Crazy Mountains for a damned bag of cash. I’d be blackmailing the hell out of his accomplice.” He yanked her a stop. “I suggest you get us to the caves in a hurry, or I’m going to bury you alive like I should have buried Shelly.”
A chill rippled down Bree’s spine. “We’re here,” she said and nodded toward the steep hillside. “The first cave is about one hundred feet up that hill.”
He gave her a shove. “Show me.”
Bree had the length of time it would take for her to climb up to three caves to figure out a way out of this mess. She had to think.



CHAPTER 15
Despite his unease with riding a bike after so many years since the last time he’d borrowed a friend’s in high school, he made it out to Wolf Creek Ranch in record time without running off a cliff or crashing into a stone wall.
His brothers, Molly, Parker and the sheriff were waiting for him in the barnyard, holding the reins of their horses.
“I fed the cow in the barn,” Molly said. “She’ll need fresh water soon.”
“Do you have any idea how to get out to the caves?” Colin asked, swinging up onto his horse.
“I do,” Angus said. “I’ll take lead.”
“What if Kurtz didn’t take her there?” Bastian said as he fit his boot into the stirrup and swung his leg over, landing lightly in his saddle.
“He has to be there,” Angus gritted out. If he wasn’t, they didn’t have a clue as to where else he would have taken her. “There’s no other reason he would have taken her.” He mounted the black gelding Duncan had brought for him.
The sheriff mounted a bay mare, and they were off, riding hard across the pasture and up into the hills.
Thankfully, the stars shone bright over the hills, lighting their path almost as well as daylight.
Angus figured they weren’t too far behind Kurtz and Bree. As they passed through the gate leading to the south pasture, he noted tire tracks in the ground made damp by melting snow. The tracks were fresh and filled with muddy water. They hadn’t been there earlier that day.
His heart pounded, and adrenaline raced through his body. Just a little farther, around the corner of that trail, up over the top of that ridge. He pushed the horse as fast as he would go in the eerie light.
When he got to the place she’d insisted they go on foot, he pulled his horse to a halt and held up his hand for the others to follow suit. He was glad they hadn’t brought motorized ATVs. The noise would have alerted Kurtz to their arrival sooner than the pounding of horses’ hooves.
He prayed Kurtz couldn’t hear the horses as they tied off soon after to continue on foot the rest of the way. They needed the element of surprise to safely extricate Bree from Kurtz’s clutches.
Not certain how far they’d gone in their search of the caves, Angus sent Duncan and Colin up to the first cave. He moved on to the second one with the others. At the bottom of the hill leading up to the second cave, he stopped and listened for any sound. When he didn’t hear any, he sent the sheriff, Parker and Molly inside. Each person carried a weapon, and each knew how to use it.
At the last cave on the trail, he turned to Bastian and whispered, “It’ll be tricky climbing up on the rocks, and the cave entrance is narrow.”
“I’ve got your six,” Bastian said. The Navy SEAL knew dangerous situations. He’d been through some pretty harrowing missions he couldn’t talk about. But the lines in his face told of his experience. A person didn’t go through stuff like that and remain unchanged. Angus knew from his own experiences. Though Bastian was the youngest of his brothers, he was no less competent in combat and probably more capable than even Angus.
As they climbed up the rocky hillside, Angus could hear something that sounded like metal hitting rock. Like a shovel or pick axe chinking away at a hard surface. His pulse quickened, and he moved faster, leaping from rock to rock, moving quickly up the incline, trying to keep from making too much noise. He came to a stop just below the mouth of the cave.
Angus waited for Bastian to move up beside him and provide cover. Then he slipped in through the narrow cave entrance.
Moving as quietly as he could, he timed his steps with that of the chinking.
He was almost through the narrow passageway when the sounds stopped.
Angus froze, brought his weapon up chest-high and waited.
“You might as well show your face. I know you’re there,” said a raspy voice. “Tell him.”
“Angus?” Bree called out, her voice strong but strained. “He has a gun.”
“If you don’t want me to mess up her pretty face, come out and toss me your weapon.” Kurtz’s voice echoed against the stone walls of the cave.
“Okay. I’m coming out. Don’t shoot. The bullets could ricochet off the walls.” Angus held his hands in the air and emerged into the small cavern.
A flashlight stood on the floor, pointing toward the ceiling. Light reflected off the walls, making it easy to see Kurtz holding Bree by her hair. Though her wrists were secured with a zip-tie, she held a shovel in her hands and stood beside a hole in the dirt floor of the cave.
“Let her go, Kurtz,” Angus said.
“Can’t until she shows me the last cave.”
“That’s right. There are four caves along the path,” Bree said, capturing Angus’s gaze.
He knew there were only three. Apparently, her captor didn’t know the exact number.
Kurtz pulled hard on her hair, making her head tip at an impossible angle. Her face was strained, but otherwise, she didn’t appear injured.
“Shoot him, Angus. I’m tired of digging,” she said.
“You don’t want to do that,” Kurtz said. “I have my finger on the trigger, squeezing ever so slightly. It wouldn’t take much for the gun to go off.”
“What do you want?” Angus asked.
Kurtz loosened his hold on Bree’s hair enough that she could straighten and look across the cavern into Angus’s eyes. She glanced down at the shovel in her hands and back up at Angus.
Was she trying to tell him something?
Then she moved her lips. If he wasn’t mistaken she was getting ready to make a move.
Her lips formed the words Ready…Set…Go!
Bree’s muscles bunched, and she flipped the shovel up and over her shoulder, clobbering Kurtz in the head.
His gun went off and the bullet ricocheted off the walls of the cave.
Bree ducked, rolled away from Kurtz, and was back up onto her feet, giving Angus the opportunity to aim his gun at her captor.
He had to make the shot count, or the bullet would do the same as the last and bounce off the walls. This time, they might not be so lucky that the bullet would miss them.
Angus pulled the trigger. The bullet flew true and hit Kurtz in the chest.
The man dropped to his knees, the gun still in his hand, his finger on the trigger.
“Get down!” Angus yelled to Bree.
She turned away, but not soon enough to drop to the ground.
Kurtz’s weapon went off and he collapsed face-first on the cave floor.
Bree stood still for a moment and then turned toward Angus. She pressed her hand to her side. When she pulled it away, she stared down at the bright red stain on her fingers. “I’ve been hit.” Her gaze captured his. Then she dropped to her knees. “I’ll be all right. I just need to rest.”
Angus ran toward her.
Bastian moved past him and knelt beside Kurtz.
“Just for a minute,” she said and laid on the ground, her hand tucked beneath her chin.
Angus felt like a ton of bricks had settled on his chest. “Oh, baby, hang in there. We’ll get you out of here. Just don’t go and do anything stupid.”
She laughed then winced with her eyes closed. “What? Like, die?” She gasped and shook her head. “I have too many plans for you to be that stupid. And I know what Kurtz did. I can’t die. People need to know. Plus, you won’t let me.”
Angus took off his coat and shirt and pulled his T-shirt over his head. He wadded it into a pad and pressed it to the wound in her side. Then he used his shirt, tying it around her middle then knotting it over the T-shirt pad. “It’s not great, but it’ll hold until we get you out of here.”
Bastian was by his side when he lifted her off the ground. They hooked her arms over their shoulders and carried her sideways through the narrow passage. Once they were outside in the open, Angus bent her over his shoulder. “I’m sorry sweetheart, but we have to get you back down this mountain the quickest way possible.”
When she didn’t answer, his chest constricted. “Come on, Bree, hang in with me.”
With Bastian’s help, they worked their way down the rocks and boulders to the trail below.
The rest of the team was there waiting.
“Let me carry her,” Duncan said.
“I’ve got her,” Angus said and moved her to carry her in front of him so that he could see her face in the starlight.
She didn’t speak, open her eyes or moan the entire way back to Wolf Creek Ranch.
They arrived to find an ambulance waiting, a stretcher rolled out to take her.
The EMTs went to work, attaching an IV, checking her vital signs and strapping her to the gurney for the ride in to Bozeman.
Angus hovered, waiting for the EMT to announce her blood pressure and pulse.
When he did, Angus let go of the breath he’d been holding. They were low and slow, but she was still alive, and the EMTs would make sure she stayed alive throughout the ride to the hospital.
“I’m riding with her,” he announced.
“Are you a member of the family?” the young EMT asked.
His siblings all answered for him, “Yes!”
The EMT grinned, slid the stretcher into the back of the vehicle and tipped his head. “Get in.”
Angus sat quietly holding Bree’s hand throughout the journey, praying she hadn’t lost too much blood and that the bullet hadn’t hit any major organs. They’d come too far and waited so long to be together, it couldn’t end. Not yet. They had a lot of loving to catch up on. It would take a lifetime to get enough.



CHAPTER 16
T  hree days later.
Bree sat in a rocking chair on the front porch of the Iron Horse ranch house, soaking up the spring sunshine that had finally made an appearance after several days of overcast skies.
The rain-washed heavens were the Montana skies she knew and missed while she’d been in exile in Alaska. Juneau had been beautiful, the people had been kind and helpful, but it hadn’t been home, and those people hadn’t been family.
Mrs. McKinnon stepped out onto the porch. “Bree, Karen, can I get either one of you some lemonade?”
“I don’t need a thing.” Bree turned to her mother. “What about you?”
Her mother smiled. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” She pushed to her feet as if to prove it.
“Me, too,” Bree said and rose carefully to stand beside her mother. She couldn’t quite stand straight yet because the motion pulled at the stitches in her side. “The doctor said I couldn’t lift more than ten pounds for two weeks, but he didn’t say I couldn’t lift a glass of lemonade.”
Mrs. McKinnon clucked her tongue. “How am I supposed to be a good hostess if my guests won’t let me do for them?”
“We don’t want to be a bother,” Bree said.
“Oh, pooh,” Angus’s mother said. “I need to be bothered. It keeps me from thinking about my James.”
Bree’s mother hugged the woman. “You must be beside yourself. Have you heard anything from the sheriff?”
Mrs. McKinnon shook her head and stared out at the Crazy Mountains. “Not since they brought Jeff Kurtz down from the mountain. They’re still trying to figure out who got the burner phone inside the prison to Reed. They think the person who got him the phone is the one who killed Reed. He might also know what happened to James. They just have to find him.”
“In the meantime, we need to get our lives together and move back to Wolf Creek.” Bree’s mother hugged Mrs. McKinnon again. “You’ve been wonderful to us. I can never begin to repay your kindness.”
“There’s no need. You would have done the same for us.” Angus’s mother looked out to the pasture. “There’s the crew. I’d better get supper on the table.”
“I’ll help,” Karen said and followed Hannah into the house.
Bree leaned against the porch rail and watched as the McKinnon brothers, Parker, Molly and Ray rode into the barnyard and disappeared into the barn.
Several minutes later, Angus was the first one out, heading her way at a trot.
He took the steps up the porch two at a time and eased her into his arms. “Should you be standing?”
“I’m fine. The doctor didn’t put a limit on my standing, just on my weight-lifting.”
“Still, I’d feel better if you weren’t leaning against the rail. You might fall over.”
She laughed. “Are you going to hover this much when I’m pregnant. Because, if so, I might have to go on a nine-month vacation away from you to keep from going crazy.”
“You’re not going anywhere without me. You can go on vacation, but I’m coming with you.” He bent to kiss her full on the lips “At least your lips weren’t injured. I can kiss you as much as I like.”
“Mmm. As long as you let me breathe occasionally.”
When he finally let her have that breath, she smiled and leaned her cheek against his chest.
“The rain and snowmelt from the past few days did the trick to clean the water at Wolf Creek. We had it tested, and it’s been proclaimed safe for human and animal consumption.”
Bree sighed. “I guess that means Mom, Ray and I can move back home.”
“If your mother and Ray want to go home, that’s fine. But I want you to stay, or I can go with you.” He glanced at his brothers and sister crossing the yard toward them. “At least, until they return to active duty.” His brow furrowed. “I need to be here once they’re gone. With my father missing, I can’t leave my mother and sister to manage this big a ranch on their own.”
Bree frowned. “What about you? Aren’t you going back to your unit?”
He shook his head. “I put my paperwork in to separate from the service before I left. I’m on terminal leave. I will be officially out of the Army in less than thirty days.”
“Won’t you miss it?” She leaned into his arms, loving the feel of his strength beneath her hands and couldn’t wait until they were cleared by the doctor to make love again.
“I’ll miss being a part of Delta Force, but I really think I’m needed on Iron Horse Ranch. I’ve served my country. It’s time to be here for my family and for you.”
Bree leaned up on her toes and pressed her lips to his. “You know I’d follow you anywhere, but I’m glad you’re staying here in Montana. It’s home. And as long as you’re here, there’s no place I’d rather be.”
“Then there’s only one thing left for me to do.” Angus stepped back from Bree and bent down on one knee. He pulled a small square box from his pocket and held it out to her. “Bree Lansing, you are the most beautiful woman in the world to me. I don’t deserve you, but you would make me the happiest man alive if you’d agree to be my wife. Will you marry me?”
Bree’s heart swelled in her chest, and tears filled her eyes. “Angus McKinnon, nothing would make me happier. Yes!”
He stood and pulled her gently into his arms.
Applause erupted from the ground below the porch. The back door opened, and Mrs. McKinnon poked her head out. “Did I miss it? Did he ask her?”
Molly laughed. “He did.”
“Did she say yes?” Mrs. McKinnon asked, wringing her hands.
Bree answered, “Yes!” She laughed and flung her arms around him. “This moment is everything I ever dreamed it would be.”
He smiled down at her. “So, it was worth the wait?”
“Yes.” She kissed his chin, his cheek then his lips. “But not a minute more, Angus McKinnon. No long engagement for me.”
He grinned. “Courthouse tomorrow?”
His mother cleared her throat.
Bree’s mother did the same.
“Guess we’ll have to give them a wedding,” he whispered.
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