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PROLOGUE
  
STOP CRYING. Stop it.
Knees trembling, he sank down next to the body and ground his teeth, trying his best to choke back the sobs. Real men didn't cry. They fought and yelled and drank. They got things done. Made things happen.
Exactly what he did tonight.
He should be happy. He wanted to be happy, but killing her had been worse than he expected. She struggled hard. On TV, the women died quickly, but she refused to stop.
He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. She sprawled in the dirt where he'd dropped her, long hair knotted and tangled. Not so pretty now. Her make-up had run, marking her cheeks with dark tracks. She'd hate that if she knew. She was so proud of her perfect complexion.
Proud of that stupid ring, too, for the few days she'd gotten to enjoy it. That made him snigger.
What if he used it to further the story? He laughed out loud now, but quickly slapped a hand over his mouth. He was positive there was no one to hear him, but still. Stupid to take unnecessary chances.
He sat back on his haunches, thinking it through. He loved the idea of using her own vanity against her. Another sliver of revenge for the stress she put him through all these months. So he'd take her prize, the thing she wanted above all else, and turn it against her.
Mind made up, he lunged for her hand, pulling and tugging, but he couldn't get the ring off her rubbery finger.
He swore. The word sliced through the pre-dawn chill.
Calm down. It would be easier to get off once her body cooled.
He took her wrist, grimacing at the flaccid weight. She'd still be alive if she wasn't so selfish. He offered money to leave—a lot for a girl like her—but she didn't care that her plans would have trashed his shining future.
The breeze off the ocean stirred the air, bringing the bite of salt air and the muffled boom of breakers on the cliffs below. His teeth chattered. He was soaked with sweat and ready for a hot shower. The sky grew lighter, the outline of the hills behind him darker. Time to dump the body before the sun hit the old ranch house.
He pulled himself up and crouched next to her, sliding one arm under her knees, the other behind her shoulders, and heaved. Her body barely moved.
Panic flooded him, tasting heavy and metallic. What if he couldn't get her up the hill? She was a small girl, and he was a strong guy. How could she be so heavy?
Tears flooded his eyes again. This time, they were hot with rage. He should have killed her by the well. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Just like always, his plan wasn't quite good enough.
A family curse. Not big enough or fast enough or smart enough to take first place.
"Think!" he whispered harshly.
The truck. A blanket. 
He raced back to his vehicle and grabbed the old blanket he kept behind the seat. Rolling her up in it was easy. Pulling her up the hill took everything he had.
Back and shoulders straining, he stayed to the center of the worn path. Since the fire a few years back, no one ever came up to the old place, but he couldn't be too careful. Dragging her over the weeds might make someone curious. He was too smart for that.
See? He'd get himself out of this. No question now. Once he calmed down—used his brain—the solutions came to him. Always had.
Be smart. Be bold. His father said it so often he had grooves in his ears from hearing it.
By the time he reached the old well, his quads felt like rubber bands. But he was done. Almost.
He dropped the ends of the blanket and dug his fingers into the warped boards covering the hole. Now things were going his way again. 
With the hard part over, he took a minute to arch his back, stretching the overworked muscles. Now all he had to do was throw her in. 
He paused for a second, thinking it through. The blanket he'd toss somewhere far away, just in case. He watched TV. DNA was on everything.
Dragging and tugging, he positioned the body at the lip of the well and pulled the blanket away, sending her down the shaft.
An ugly thud echoed up from the dark. He squinted into the well, but he couldn't see the bottom. Perfect.
He folded the blanket. Smart that he remembered not to drop it in with her.
The wind blew stronger now. The sun would crest the hill any minute. Blanket tucked under one arm, he tore back down the hill and jumped into his truck, careful not to slam the door. Play it safe. Play it smart.
He was almost to the highway before it hit him. The ring.
He slammed on the brakes, making the rear end fishtail, and pounded the steering wheel. No. No, no, no. He needed it to complete the story, to prove she changed her mind, handed it over, and left town. The ring was the key to everything.
What should he do? What could he do?
No way to climb into that pit without a ladder. Maybe come back later?
Stupid idea. He couldn't come out to the property again, ever. Besides, he'd risk leaving evidence behind. All the cop shows talked about that kind of thing. No. He couldn't risk it. Not ever. 
The sun crested the hill and got swallowed by the dark clouds hovering over the swelling ocean behind him. His fear evaporated. If no one found her, the ring wouldn't matter.
It would rain tonight. Hard, if the weatherman was correct. Every bit of evidence—every footprint and tire track—would be washed away. The well would fill, and the mud would bury her.
Her and the stupid ring.
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ALYSSA ARCHER HAD big plans for her Sunday afternoon: unpack a few moving boxes, then watch the fog roll in. But fatigue slammed into her before she even reached the turnoff to her new property. Too many days wondering if escrow would close, if she'd be able to find a competent contractor, then movers, all while running the diner short-handed.
Too many things to tackle on her own.
"You should be used to it by now," she told herself.
Even before JJ destroyed the last of her friendships with his tragic mistake, she'd been mostly alone. Just her and Nona and a few close friends, none of which survived in the wake of her husband's horrific accident.
She steered one-handed as she opened the driver's side window. The brisk sea air would perk her up. Her hair whipped around her face as she breathed in the scent of the ocean, of adventure. She'd lived by the sea all her life. The scent never failed to make her think of ships sailing past the edge of the horizon, and anglers rolling back into the harbor in their well-loved boats. Back to their small town, where everyone was a neighbor.
Or an enemy.
Impatient with her dark thoughts, she moved to close the window, but the smell of smoke hit her. She sniffed again, urging her old SUV on faster as she turned off the main road onto the rutted dirt track leading to the ranch house.
Her rutted track now, since yesterday at noon precisely. Her land. Her beat-up outbuildings and worn farmhouse. Her view, until the fog rolled back in. Ten acres at the top of Widow Hill, all of it facing the wide open Pacific. All she had to do was sign her life away to pay the mortgage.
Her nose twitched. She bent her head, craning her neck so she could see the line of buildings on the ridge above her. The ranch house, barn, and tool shed were silhouetted by the light reflected off the ocean, a wide horizon of blue. The last structure, the sway-backed old chicken coop, sat farther down the hill, just out of view. No smoke was visible, but that acrid odor couldn't be anything else. It smelled like the leaf piles old timers used to burn before the practice was banned along the coast.
Her heart thumped fast and hard, shooting adrenaline into her bloodstream.
She hadn't made any fires. The fireplace in the main house needed serious masonry work before it would be safe enough to light, and she hadn't cooked so much as an egg on the stove yet.
Maybe she was imagining things. Three days spent running her restaurant short-handed had left her with aching feet and a sore brain. Owner, manager, hostess, busboy and chief dishwasher were too many roles for one person to take on. Even her. Apparently, growing up in the diner didn't give a person extra stamina.
She was badly in need of a hot bath and a good book. Maybe a grilled cheese for dinner. And no trouble. Her day had been bad enough already.
But the onshore breeze brought the smell closer. Definitely smoke. She gunned the engine, sending her old 4x4 plowing through the grooves in the road. Once she hit the gravel parking area between the barn and the house, the roofline of the chicken coop appeared. Tendrils of smoke leaked out the broken windows.
Wispy ones, thankfully, but still. Smoke.
She hit the parking brake and flew out of the car. Where was that extra fire extinguisher she'd brought from the restaurant? She started toward the sagging barn doors, but then she remembered she'd set the big red canister in the kitchen, next to the stove. The only source of ignition—that she knew of—on the property.
Heart racing hard enough to make her hands shake, she fumbled with her keys, dropping them twice before she got the door unlocked. Leaving them in the lock, she ran to the kitchen and scooped up the heavy extinguisher.
She thought about calling the fire department, but the smoke was light. Engines would take ten or twenty minutes to reach her remote property. If she hurried, she might put it out quickly.
Skidding on the dry dirt, she made it to the coop and peered through a crack between the door and the frame. Small yellow flames, only a foot high, shot up from the far corner.
She kicked open the door, pulled the pin on the extinguisher and fired thick foam at the base of the flames.
Please, Lord, let this work.
She lifted a prayer to her Savior, and then a few words of thanks. The dented canister still had plenty of life in it. Smothering the handful of flames took just seconds.
She dropped the empty can. The flames might be out, but her pulse still pounded in her ears. She circled the space, making sure she'd drowned every spark.
It looked like the fire started in a far corner, where years of ocean breezes had blown old leaves into a thick pile. The dry tinder made sense, but what had ignited it?
She squinted up at the vintage light hanging overhead. Old wiring, maybe?
Couldn't be. The electricity was off to the entire property, except the main house. The engineer who inspected the place insisted on it until she could get an electrician in. One more thing to add to the growing list of renovations that already included re-drilling her well and shoring up the ancient septic system.
Fumes from the extinguisher caught in her lungs, making her cough. She backed outside, but the sea air didn't clear her mind.
A chill ran down her spine.
Buying the property had been a long, stressful task, especially given the strange roadblocks that popped up every time she got close to closing the deal. And now this?
Hands on her hips, she stared out over the undulating water, willing the black thoughts to cease. The buildings were old. The chicken coop was the worst. A good storm would flatten the thing.
Not surprising a fire might start there.
Except she couldn't imagine what would ignite it.
Another coughing spell wracked her. She bent forward, hands on her thighs, until it passed, then she wiped her nose with the back of her hand and surveyed the damage.
She'd caught the fire in time. The walls were barely singed. Just to be on the safe side, she hauled a couple buckets of water from the kitchen and doused the spot until water ran under the walls and out into the parched soil outside.
She was trudging back up the hill to fill one last bucket when a flutter of white caught her eye. A piece of paper weighted down with a rock sat atop an oak barrel at the door to the barn. In her focus on the fire, she'd run straight past it when she parked her car.
Her steps slowed. The page fluttered in the building breeze, the sound jarring, almost malevolent.
She turned in a tight circle until she'd eyed her surroundings from every direction. Strange, the nasty feeling the page gave her. She had to force herself to inch toward it.
Now within arm's length, she snatched it quickly, as if a rattlesnake might bite her if she hesitated. The printing was rough and uneven. Angry.
You don't belong here. Leave now, before things really get hot.
Ugly emotions scalded her cheeks. Fear. Anger. Embarrassment. Someone hated her enough to sneak all the way out here and deliver this awful note.
The note pinched between her thumb and forefinger, she scuttled to the far side of her truck and pulled out her phone to dial 911.
The call wouldn’t connect. She checked her bars. One.
Cell service was spotty this far outside of town. She wasn't used to that yet. Clutching both her phone and the vile note, she ran for the house. The signal was strongest around the back, on the ocean side. Heart skittering, she tripped across the uneven porch and threw herself down in her lone plastic chair.
Four bars now.
She forced herself to breathe, to take a minute and collect her thoughts so she could explain the issue without sounding like a crazy person. A moment's clarity helped her realize that calling 911 wasn't necessary. She should call the department directly. She needed a detective, not emergency services.
It took a minute to google the main police department line, but at least by the time she dialed, she had her thoughts sorted.
"MacKenzie Cove police, how may I help you?" Rosalie Gamble's reassuring voice came over the line.
The softness of the other woman's greeting brought tears to her eyes. Officer Gamble was a regular at the diner. She liked berry French toast with extra hot syrup, and hot, black coffee.
She swallowed hard, hoping she wouldn't sound like a loon. "Hi, Rosalie, it's Alyssa, from the Famished Fisherman. I've had an intruder."
"Hey, Alyssa." The woman's voice sharpened with concern. "Are you safe? Are they still on the property?"
"I don't know. I don't think so."
But she hadn't looked. She didn't even see that note until she'd gotten the fire out. She reached out with her senses. Would she know if someone was lurking in the barn? The house?
She pressed her head back against the rough wood of the wall, willing herself to stay calm.
"Hang tight, Alyssa. I'm sending two units right away. Once they arrive, I'll call the new chief, too. He's probably already in town. We'll have help up there in less than two minutes."
Alyssa shook her head, and then remembered Rosalie couldn't see her. "I'm not at the Fisherman. I'm at my new house, the Martinetti place, outside of town."
The sound of a keyboard came over the line. "Gotcha. We've got two officers on patrol today. Simpson and Bollinger are ten minutes from your position. How about you and I stay on the line until they get there?"
"Thank you."
Phone still to her ear, she stared out over the ocean, but fear sucked all the beauty from the view.
"It's my pleasure," Rosalie said. "It's slow here today. You're doing me a favor."
The comforting little lie made Alyssa smile. The Lord reminding her she wasn't as alone as she imagined.
But the fear seeped right back in. She didn't dare go inside, where she might lose the signal, so she grabbed a hunk of wood from the pile next to the back door. Not the most sophisticated weapon, but far better than nothing.
"How we doing?" Rosalie asked.
"I'm okay. Mostly."
The other woman laughed. "I never doubted it. Any woman who can sling hash, negotiate with a grouchy fish broker, and get the freshest eggs in town can handle a little extra excitement, right?"
"Sure. No problem."
Wanting to let Rosalie know she was okay, Alyssa cast about for something to talk about. "You said, 'New chief.' I didn't know the town counsel had already hired Chief Gunderson's replacement."
The older man hadn't planned to retire for another year yet, but after a second mild heart attack, his wife insisted he resign, effective immediately.
"Ye-a-ah."
The way Rosalie drew the word out made Alyssa nervous.
The older woman sighed. "I should prepare you."
"Oh?"
"They hired Rollo MacKenzie."
So there was a way for this day to get worse. Way, way worse.
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ROLLO MACKENZIE INCHED around in the driver's seat, trying to ease the tension in his neck. Four days of constant driving had left his muscles frozen. His mind, too.
His daughter, Wren, popped out her earbuds and eyed him from the passenger seat. "You're gonna need an adjustment when we get to Grandpa's. Does he know any good chiropractors in The Cove?" She scrunched up her nose and made a dismissive gesture. "Never mind. Grandpa probably doesn't know what a chiropractor is. He can't even get email on his iPhone. Aunt Viv'll know somebody good."
Rollo grunted and forced himself to smile reassuringly. At fourteen, Wren was too observant. He didn't want her worrying about him, but she'd been fussing over him since she was tiny.
An old soul, his mother had called her.
And a beautiful one. Red-haired and fair, like her mother, she was all MacKenzie on the inside. Strong, stubborn, and entirely too smart for her own good.
His baby girl. A few years from now, she'd be out of the nest. He squeezed the steering wheel, breathless with pain at the thought. He wasn't ready. Never would be, he suspected.
Moving them back to tiny MacKenzie Cove from DC wasn't going the way he planned. Not that anything ever did. He wanted to take two weeks to show Wren some of the country, but the outgoing police chief was on emergency medical leave, and the city council had begged him to start two weeks early.
He couldn't refuse, not when the town council had been so accommodating already. So he stopped long enough to show Wren some Anasazi ruins outside of Albuquerque, and took half a day to detour up past Flagstaff so she could at glimpse the Grand Canyon, and then he hit the gas and drove straight on.
Home.
The instant they descended toward the coast, he felt the pull. Like a magnet, the yearning clawed at him, tempting him to nudge the speedometer higher. He resisted. Getting a speeding ticket before he even checked in as the new chief of police would be a non-starter.
Prompted by some inner memory, he rolled down the window and inhaled, drawing the memories straight into his lungs. The distinctive combination of cattle, freshly tilled soil, oleander, and ocean breezes was imbedded in his very genes. He'd been away too long.
His father wouldn't agree, but they'd work things out. Maybe. Dad was old school, from his worn out work-boots to the old-fashioned pocket notebooks he used on investigations. Dad had never forgiven him for choosing the Marines over a position on The Cove's tiny police force. Coming home two decades later, even as the new chief, wouldn't cut it, not with Chip MacKenzie.
Whatever faith his father had in him had evaporated a long time ago.
As if sensing his restlessness, Wren raised one delicate eyebrow. "Are you going to like being a cop again?"
He made a choking sound deep in his throat. Leave it to the fourteen-year-old to take him down a couple notches.
She scrunched up her nose. "Sorry. Chief of Police."
"Thank you." He snorted silently.
She wasn't far off. Chief of a five person department didn't count for much.
But it was a job, in MacKenzie Cove, that didn't require wearing oilskins and netting fish, or working for one of the family businesses. His brothers and cousins had that covered, anyway.
Much as it would kill him to admit it to his father, police work was in his blood. The chief's position would be a great job, one he could dive into with his usual zeal. And he'd be home every night. Wren could count on him. So could his extended family. He'd left the care of his father to his siblings for way too long.
This time, he was making the trip for good. No more deployments. No more Pentagon. No more crazy Washington gridlock. Wren deserved stability.
He'd done his best to make a home for her these past six years, but she needed more than a cold brownstone in DC. With high school looming, she needed his big, rowdy family, clean air and wide open skies. She needed the ocean, her heritage as a MacKenzie.
So did he.
He yawned.
From Moonstone to The Cove, Highway 1 sliced through the only stretch of straight coastline for a hundred miles. Soon, they'd crest the last of the hills and the road would curve, heading straight for home.
He checked his watch. They'd make it in plenty of time for Sunday night dinner. Good deal. Having his siblings around would buffer his first night home with Dad.
Wren fidgeted, adjusting her earbuds for the twentieth time since they turned off the main interstate.
He flicked her a look. "You okay?"
She extricated the white bud from her ear again, but she didn't nod. Or smile.
"It'll be good to be home," he said.
Only The Cove wasn't her home. She'd spent every summer at his dad's house, hanging out with her aunts and uncles, but moving was another thing entirely. She'd lived in the DC metro area for half her life. Now she faced beginning high school in a new town and adjusting to small town coastal life.
One quirk of an eyebrow reflected her skepticism. "Sure."
That look, cynicism tempered by a childish will to believe, hit him straight in the gut.
"It'll be good," he insisted.
"Okay."
They rolled down the road in silence. He didn't realize he was strangling the wheel until they hit that first big curve outside of town and the hills melted away, revealing that magical view: a curved coastline punctuated by a sturdy volcanic plug, Falcon Rock, that guarded the entrance to the only protected bay for fifty miles in either direction.
Wren's sharp intake of breath pleased him. She felt it, that same sense of wonder. Or at least a spark. He'd nurture it over the next few years, let it grow into the hunger that tugged at all the MacKenzies.
She needed a place to belong. A family to belong to.
He hadn't done the best job of providing that.
"Starting a new school's gonna be hard. What if all the kids surf, or skateboard or...." She threw up her small hands. "I don't know. Whatever beach kids do."
"You surf."
"Not well."
"You hardly get the chance. Uncle Teo says you're the most natural student he's ever had."
"He has to say that. I'm his only niece. It's politically correct."
"Uncle Teo? Seriously?"
His second-youngest brother had an enormous heart...and no verbal filter. Whatever Teo thought came straight out of his mouth.
That made her laugh for a second before the cloud returned. The anguish pinching her delicate features made him want to break something, but he couldn't fix this for her. Didn't need to. She was a MacKenzie, and she had survived a lot of hard things, starting with his endless deployments. Then he'd barely returned stateside before Maddie walked out on them, leaving a battle-hardened Delta Force operative to learn how to feed a nine-year-old, and braid hair.
And through it all, Wren thrived. After her early years, this move would be a piece of cake. Not that he was dumb enough to say that out loud.
The whine of sirens drowned out the mellow sounds of the surf. He checked his mirrors before realizing the noise came from ahead. Flashing lights wound their way up Black Hill, on the far end of town. Two patrol cars.
The only two on duty on a Sunday afternoon.
Huh.
He was contemplating calling in, even though his first official day wasn't until tomorrow, but before he could decide, his phone rang.
Not bothering to check the number, he punched the answer button on the steering wheel, while Wren watched, eyes wide. "MacKenzie. Go."
A female voice came on. "Hi, Chief. This is Officer Rosalie Gamble. I know you don't start until tomorrow, but if you're in town, we just got a call about a break in and fire. Thought you might want a head's up."
He hadn't met his staff yet, but he'd studied their personnel files. The only woman in the department, Officer Gamble got into law enforcement later in life. He admired the tenacity it must have taken for a middle-aged woman to make it through the law enforcement officer training course. He was looking forward to meeting her.
"Absolutely," he replied. "Give me the details."
She cleared her throat. "It's at the Martinetti farm."
The hesitation in her voice caught his attention. Discomfort? Fear? He couldn’t wait to get to know his staff so he could assess their responses more accurately. For now, he'd have to resort to asking.
"And?"
Silence filled the line, punctuated only by the sounds of paper shuffling and a few mechanical beeps in the background. "I forgot. You wouldn't know. The place changed hands recently."
"Huh." The old acreage had sat unoccupied most of his life, after the elderly couple who owned it moved inland.
Over the years it became a party-hangout for the wilder teens, but even that died out. With the rocky coastline stretching for miles, there were far more convenient places to party.
"Vandalism?" he asked.
"Possibly. The perp left a threatening note."
He eyed the horizon. The sun was nowhere near the water. Three hours of light left, at least. He should check out the scene now.
"The homeowner got the fire out before it spread," Rosalie said. "No serious damage, but there was a note."
"Gotcha. I'll drop my daughter off and head over." Dad's house was on the way to the scene. "ETA's probably twenty minutes."
"I'll let the officers know." She responded quickly this time. "And Chief?"
"Uh huh?"
"There's something else."
"Shoot."
"The person who bought the place; it's Alyssa Archer."
"Roger that." He ended the call, struggling to ignore the wash of emotions that pummeled him like a sneaker wave.
His faith was solid these days, but he couldn't help wonder at the burdens the Almighty set on his shoulders.
Alyssa Archer.
His head swam. Her name conjured up too many feelings. Concern. Pity. Grief. And anger. Always anger.
Welcome home, dude. Welcome home.




3
  
WHILE THE TWO officers combed her property, snapping photos of anything that might offer a clue to her tormentor, Alyssa paced the back porch, ears tuned for Rollo MacKenzie's arrival.
She wanted to run, but MacKenzie Cove wasn't exactly a megalopolis. It wasn't even a real-sized city. There was nowhere to hide. Especially once the gossip started up again. Business might not suffer, but she would.
As she should.
The awful guilt sucked at her soul, just as raw and potent as it was when the accident happened.
She hugged herself tighter. Get a grip. This wouldn't be the first time she had to face a MacKenzie.
Rollo hadn't stayed in town long after the funeral. He was gone before she could work up the courage to offer her condolences. As if he'd be interested in that.
The low growl of an engine warned her of his approach. She prepared herself as the vehicle climbed the hill.
Would he be cold and distant, like his sister Viv? Blankly obtuse like Teo and Dante and the twins? Or would he radiate the same clinical distance as his father, Chip?
The Pacific undulated, rippling toward her from the infinite horizon. Was there a place out there where guilt and regret disappeared?
Right now, she'd give anything to find out.
Tires crunched over the gravel, then a car door slammed.
Whatever Rollo's attitude, she'd have to deal with it now. After one last look at the horizon, she headed around the side of the house.
Dear Lord, I pray that Rollo and his family have found some measure of peace in their grief.
After all these years, the words came automatically. But they offered little comfort. Not today, anyway.
Her first glance of the former soldier told her nothing. He was standing next to his personal vehicle, thick arms folded over his broad chest, dark head bent, as he listened intently to his officers' report.
Time had been kind to him. Tall and strong, with that sun-kissed olive complexion, a gift from his mother's side of the family, he was every bit as stunning as he'd been in high school. Better, actually.
Age looked good on him. Laugh lines creased the skin around his eyes and bracketed his mouth, softening the hard edges. Strength tempered with wisdom and kindness.
She had no idea where the thought sprang from, but it fit. Would it help ease their re-introduction?
A lump rose in her throat. She swallowed over and over, forcing down the urge to cry. She had no right, not in front of a MacKenzie.
"Alyssa." His greeting held nothing but professional courtesy. "Are you okay?"
She raised her hands, hoping he wouldn't notice the trembling. "No damage done. Shaken up more than anything else."
"I'll bet." He held up a finger. "Give me a sec to check in with my officers and I'll be right with you."
"Sure." She stood around for a minute, uncomfortable, before she realized she didn't need to torture herself unnecessarily and headed into the house.
The space that had seemed so comforting in its shabby disarray now looked like what it was, the cold inside of a dilapidated farmhouse no one had lived in for decades. Unsure what to do, she peeked into moving boxes. Pots and pans and glassware. She eyed the inadequate cupboard space. What to put where?
Exhausted by the thought of the infinite decisions, she decided the small kitchen needed one more round of dusting before she set anything out. She grabbed a rag and started in. The mindless work helped some until Rollo interrupted her.
A quick wrap on the doorframe announced his presence. "Alyssa?"
"I'm in the kitchen."
Such as it was. Except for a narrow path from the sink to the one small counter, the floor was piled with moving boxes. She hadn't even gotten around to buying a refrigerator yet. Besides, until her contractor re-drilled her well, water would be unreliable.
"Just moved in, huh?"
"Escrow closed yesterday."
He nodded neutrally. "Officer Simpson says you've had a hard time getting the property. Sale almost didn't go through."
"At several points. My credit's great, and I had the down payment, but there were a million roadblocks. Lost inspections, issues with the title, and a few other things. Probably par for the course with an old abandoned property like this, but even my realtor said it was strange."
"Anything threatening before this?"
"Not at all."
"Huh." He rubbed his chin. "So why now?"
The light scraping sound of his knuckles brushing stubble filled the space, reminding her how quiet it would be here, just her and the distant pounding of the waves.
He glanced at her left hand. "Are you here alone?"
"Yes." The acknowledgment came out way stiffer than she liked.
He didn't respond to her defensive tone. Probably didn't even notice.
"Until we know what this is about," he said, "you need to stay somewhere else."
"I don't have anywhere else. I sold Nona's house to finance this place."
And since the accident, her social life had dwindled to...nothing. Her friendship with Viv stopped dead that day—understandably—and she hadn't been brave enough to seek out new friends.
"You can't stay here, Alyssa. I mean it. This is probably nothing, a drifter angry that his free shelter's gone, or kids wanting to keep their party spot, but until I'm certain, you need to be cautious."
He was right. If anything happened, she was too far away to count on help, even if her cell phone did work. A landline was on her list of to-dos, but that wouldn't happen for months.
"I'll stay at the diner." The old couch in her tiny office would suffice.
Still, the thought made her ill. As if fourteen-hour days weren't enough, now she'd be there twenty-four seven.
And she'd be leaving her new home unprotected. "What about this place? What if they come back? If I hadn't come home when I did, it would have been destroyed."
He was eying the rough-hewn walls, the uneven floor and the windowsills with their dinged up paint. His thoughts were plain. Might be the best thing.
He rubbed the back of his neck and winced. "You're insured, right?"
"Of course."
But she wanted this place the way it was. Even before the accident, she'd spent hours roaming the property, planning her renovations.
She wanted to bring the old buildings alive, not pave over them. But, as usual, what she wanted sank to the bottom of the list.
If the place burned, the place burned. She wouldn't put anyone else in danger over a handful of leaky old shacks.
Rollo's mouth tightened. "It shouldn't be for long. I'll get my team on this first thing."
"I appreciate it."
"Just doing my job."
Of course.
He shuffled his feet. "You probably need to get a few things together. I'll wait until you're ready to pull out."
"That's unnecessary." She wanted to escape. Lick her wounds. A brazen threat and an encounter with a MacKenzie in the same day. Awesome.
He spread his legs, taking up even more of the space. "It's absolutely necessary."
She knew when to retreat. "I've got a suitcase upstairs."
It didn't take a second to grab the case she'd packed yesterday morning. Whatever was inside would do. Her brain was too full—and her heart ached too much—to process much of anything at this point. One thing had become clear as she clomped up the stairs, though. She needed to apologize. Her words might ignite a long-simmering anger, but she had to do it.
She'd just hit the bottom stair when Rollo motioned her outside. "Let's hit the road."
Normally, she'd take the reprieve, but after the day she'd had, she needed to let go of at least one thing eating at her.
The suitcase's handle dug into her sweaty palm, as if warning her not to go there, but she tamped down her fear and opened her mouth. "There's something I have to say."
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ROLLO STARED hard at the floor, wishing he could will Alyssa into silence.
He'd had enough grief. Enough hashing over the would-haves, could-haves and shouldn't haves. Enough blaming.
His gaze shifted to the ceiling, all knotty pine and spiderwebs. "There's nothing we need to discuss. Trust me."
Enemy snipers were easier to face than feelings.
But he felt her determination. And pain. He wanted to kick himself. The guilt she must be carrying....
He wished he knew how to erase it, but he wasn't good at this stuff. If Viv, with all her psychological training and infinite stores of empathy, couldn't help Alyssa, his reaction wouldn't make a dent.
Still, he could listen.
He closed the door, backed up against it, and folded his arms over his chest. "Shoot."
"I never apologized. I want to tell you how sorry I am for your loss. I should have done it a long time ago, I know, but—"
"It wasn't your fault."
She smiled painfully. "That's what your dad said."
"Don't you believe him?"
"Of course I do. I just—" She slapped her hands against her thighs. "It's not that. It's.... I don't deserve your compassion," she finished in a whisper.
"How about I be the judge of that?"
"It doesn’t work that way."
"It should."
He wondered what he could say to get through to her. He was angry. Furious even six years later. But not at her. Furious for her, maybe.
Through all the grief, he never blamed her. Never told her that, either.
"Look. I get you feel responsible for my mom's death, but you're not."
He winced at the sound of his own voice, the words stilted and cold, but he didn't do emotion. Especially not about this. He'd just have to get through it the best he could. Maybe the words would be enough.
They were all he had.
"Your husband is the one who drank and drove that night. He killed her. You weren't even there. How could you be responsible?"
She shook her head helplessly. Anguish dulled her bright green eyes. "Thank you for letting me apologize."
"Did it help?"
"I don't know. That's gonna take some time."
"Fair enough. Can we get back to this crime now?"
That earned him a flicker of a smile. "Fair enough."
"Okay."
He opened the door again. Mist rushed in. Like clockwork, the marine layer had closed back in for the night. "Grab your stuff. I'll follow you back to the diner."
She followed him out, locking the door behind her. For all the good that would do. A toddler could kick the old door in. He refrained from commenting.
His mind wandered as he followed her back into town. Had she chosen the Martinetti place to get away from people? He didn't want to think that town folks gave her a hard time about the accident, but anything was possible. He hadn't lived in The Cove for decades now.
Things change.
The thought of her needing escape made him sick. Through their childhood, Alyssa had been a sweet kid, animated and sparkling and quick to smile. Hard working, too. She'd been helping in the diner since elementary school.
Clearly, her husband's death—and his mother's—had changed her. She looked worn and wary.
It had been six years. She hadn't remarried or left town. He imagined the diner would be an easy sale. But her grandmother was still in town. That was it. She couldn't go. Nona Bernacchi relied on her. They were the only family each other had.
So Alyssa was trapped here.
And he couldn't argue with her choice of property. The views from the ranch were stunning.
He wondered if she still painted, and then he wondered why he wondered. She'd always been there, in the background of his life, Viv's best friend, and then the widow of the man who killed his mother.
Why he cared about what she did with her life made no sense.
Not that much did anymore. He'd learned a long time ago to leave the puzzle-solving to the Almighty.
Now, he just needed to get his heart to go along, because seeing Alyssa brought back the grief. He thought the ragged edges had been sanded smooth, but apparently he had a few more feels to endure before he could live with his mother's loss.
And now he could add worry for Alyssa to the mix. Whoever started that fire could have done a lot more damage. They could have burned the place down with her in it.
Exactly what they might do next time, if she didn't leave.
His body tingled, a sure sign of danger to come. He just hoped he could make some sense of the arson and the note before Alyssa ran out of patience.
His phone buzzed in his pocket. He checked the message, smiling wryly at his sister's insistent words.
Dinner's on. Get your rear end back here.
He sighed deeply and ambled toward his SUV. Sunday dinner at the MacKenzie place usually went sideways well before the plates were cleared.
With Wren around, his siblings would be on their best behavior, but all that meant was it would take Dad a little longer to get someone riled up.
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ROLLO HAD JUST PARKED NEXT to Viv's car when she slipped out the front door and came to meet him. The marine layer had socked in good, bringing that heavy, damp cold so typical of a summer evening on the coast.
She pulled her thick cardigan tighter around her middle and charged toward him like a heat-seeking missile. "He's not happy you're here," she said in a low voice.
"Didn't expect he would be." Although he'd hoped his father would have mellowed a little after the second stroke that hospitalized him two months ago.
Apparently not.
Viv shook her head. Lighter-haired than the rest of them, she looked more MacKenzie than Baez, their mother's clan. Like Wren.
"He's in denial," she added. "Seventy-five going on—"
"Five?" Rollo couldn't resist.
"Pretty much." She bit her lower lip. "He's not handling this aging thing very well. This second stroke has really dragged him down."
"Can't blame him for that."
"He won’t be easy to live with."
"I figured." Rollo tilted his head toward the door. "Having Wren around'll keep him in line."
"For a while." Viv grinned then. "She gets prettier every day."
"Yeah."
She put a hand on his arm and squeezed. "I'm glad you're here, bro."
"Me, too." His gaze flickered to the house. "Kind of. I'll be glad when Wren and I can find our own place." Which he had no intention of doing until he was certain his father had whatever help he needed. According to his sisters, the latest stroke had left Dad weak on the left side, and it had stolen most of his legendary energy.
He eyed the large asphalt parking area between the house and the separate three-car garage. Only his car, Viv's Volvo, and his youngest sister, Emmie's red Volkswagen, were there. "Where is everybody?"
Viv pulled a face. "Sunday dinner's not really a thing anymore. Emmie and I thought we'd try it since you and Wren are back, but...." She waved a hand at the three lone cars. "No brothers."
Rollo stiffened. They'd see about that.
Sunday dinner was the backbone of the MacKenzie family. For as long as he could remember, dinner was followed by wrestling matches, and if no one got a bloody nose, epic arm wrestling tournaments. Sometimes it was just his parents and siblings, though often Mom's brothers and his Baez-family cousins joined in. Dad's brother and the other MacKenzie's, too.
Viv spread her hands. "Teo's in Pasada on a date. Enzo' s Coast Guard unit is on assignment along the Mexican border, and Dante...."
"Dante?" Rollo prompted when her voice trailed off.
She stared over his shoulder. "Dante hasn't been around for a long time."
"Since Mom."
"Pretty much."
He shoved his hands on his hips, trying to tamp down the spurt of anger his brother always kindled. "I'll get him back here."
His empty threat made her roll her eyes. Then her expression turned serious. She regarded him with a steady gaze.
Uh oh. Dr. MacKenzie was in the house.
Earning a Ph.D. in psychology had only honed Viv's impressive powers of observation. Even as a kid, she seemed to know what everyone else was thinking and feeling, even when they didn't know themselves.
He swallowed hard, steeling himself to be grilled.
Viv gestured toward the old Martinetti place, though it was over ten miles down the coast. "Dad said there was some trouble at Alyssa's new place. Is she okay?"
"She's fine. Just a little shaken up." Now it was his turn to eye his sister.
She wouldn't hold Alyssa responsible for their mother's death, but he'd been gone since the funeral. Hadn't been around much before that, either. Things changed. People, too.
But not Viv. She pressed her hands over her heart. "I'm glad."
"Me, too. I'm not sure how long that'll last, though. This incident's got me worried."
Viv didn't say a word, just waited quietly for him to gather his thoughts.
He admired the technique.
But now it was his turn to squeeze some information out of her. "I get the feeling you and Alyssa never patched things up."
"We haven't really spoken since the accident. I wish we could have, but at first, I was angry. Seeing her...."
"I know. I felt the same way for a while."
"Yeah. I guess we all did. Anyway, before I knew it, a couple months had gone by. She moved back in with her nona. I went by a few times, but it was so awkward, I figured I'd spare us both the agony." She sighed, a soft, broken sound. "I should have tried harder, but you know, I don't believe it's my grief getting in the way now. It's hers."
He wrapped her in a bear hug, wishing he could squeeze out the awful blackness of loss, but knowing it would be there, always.
"I miss her," Viv said against his chest.
"I can see why. She's an interesting woman."
Viv pulled out of his hold and stared up at him, one delicate eyebrow arched. "Oh?"
He shot that down immediately. "JJ Archer was never worthy of her. That's all I meant. She deserves better."
"Agreed."
Rollo held out his arm and nodded toward the front door. "I guess we've stalled long enough. Time to face the bear."
She took his arm. "Some days you eat the bear..."
He joined her in finishing one of their mother's favorite saying. "And some days the bear eats you."
He squared his shoulders and towed his sister back into the house. Chip MacKenzie had been a fierce, fair, and loving father, but he and Rollo butted heads from the time his firstborn could walk.
"You're too much alike," his mother used to tell him, but he never wanted to believe that.
Too different, Rollo had chosen to believe, but now that he was a father himself, he saw the wisdom in her words.
Fierce. Fair. Loving. But stubborn as the day was long. All traits he had inherited from the man he'd have to coax into letting him back into his life. He hoped that returning home—and joining the police force his father had helped start—would give them some common ground.
A slim possibility, given their prickly relationship, but a guy could dream. In the meantime, he planned to take full advantage of the Lord's gift: a new life for Wren, a new career for himself, and a new start with the bear of MacKenzie Cove.
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DINNER WAS GOING WELL, from Rollo's point of view, until his father started in. Not unexpected, especially with so few of them around the table. In the old days, when all five of his siblings made an appearance, often bringing hungry friends, they'd have to add extra seats. Now, his mother's antique walnut table dwarfed the five of them.
The clink of silverware against porcelain echoed loudly, drowning out the tepid conversation. Wren was the only bright spot, as usual, but once she and his sisters got done catching up, the room fell silent.
His father sent him a piercing look over the mashed potatoes. "Heard there's been some trouble out at the Martinetti place."
"Yup."
His father shook his head. "Dunno why the girl wanted it. Lonely old place."
"I think she likes solitude."
His father stared at him as if he were an idiot. "More like she feels driven to it. Far as I can tell, folks have been pleasant enough to her since the accident, but pleasant's a long way from friendly."
The words were intelligible enough, if slightly slurred. The stroke had stolen the strength from the left side of his dad's body, including the muscles in his face and lips.
Rollo looked away quickly, but his father had caught him staring. He sucked in a breath, waiting for the explosion.
The good side of his dad's face tightened. "Tell me about your big plans for the department."
Rollo made sure not to let his relief show. Dodged a bullet that time. "No big plans."
His father grunted. "Isn't that what you desk jockeys do? Change things up? Make new schedules and rules and whatnot?"
Rollo stared out into the middle distance. Don't react. Don't take the bait. Dad had been difficult at the best of times. His mother's death, and the strokes, were a lot to wrestle with. Maybe too much for an old guy so set in his ways.
Forgiveness and grace were needed here, not confrontation.
Mouth open, Wren watched them. He should have known she'd sense the tension immediately.
He forced himself to smile politely. He pushed away from the table and stood to clear the dishes. "I'll have to see about that."
Viv and Emmie and Wren jumped up to help.
With that many people in the small kitchen, Rollo had no choice but to head back into the dining room. For an experienced special ops soldier, he was sure skittish around an old man.
"Looks like someone's trying to keep Alyssa off that property," he said, hoping to get the conversation back on neutral ground.
His father reached out for his coffee cup, but missed, sending the cup twirling across the table. He reached for his napkin, but his left arm was all but useless.
Rollo reached across with his own napkin, quickly blotting up the liquid.
"I got this," his father growled.
Rollo withdrew his hand. "Sure."
The anguish in his father's voice hit him hard. The man had a lot of pride, too much to surrender so easily to his new disability.
Faced with the reality of his father's condition, he realized he wouldn't handle it any differently. The price of command, most likely. Another trait he shared with his dad.
He fiddled with his own cup, draining it while his father tended to the spill. "There are secrets in this town," he said once he finished. "The longer people keep their secrets, the more dangerous they become...."
The fatigue from the drive and Alyssa and, well, everything, hit Rollo all at once. He rubbed at his eyes. "Are you talking about the Martinetti place, or the Archers?"
"Both. Layers upon layers." He struggled to his feet and wrapped his hand around the handle of his cane. "You've got your work cut out for you, son. Good night."
Rollo gripped the edge of the table, forcing himself not to help his father up the stairs. Layers upon layers upon layers. All of them wrapped in emotion. He pressed the heels of his hands against his dry, aching eyes.
Great. Just great. He'd avoided IEDs in Afghanistan, and the verbal booby traps that littered the halls of the Pentagon, only to land up to his neck in the worst kind of all: landmines of untapped emotion.
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AN EARLY RISER BY NATURE—AND profession—Alyssa usually popped out of bed energized and firing on all cylinders.
Not today.
The lumpy couch and a cascade of nightmares kept her up most of the night. She woke from a fitful sleep with sand in her eyes and a healthy dose of anger at whoever was trying to scare her off her property. A second night spent on the couch in her office was beyond enough. She wanted out.
Which she didn't have time to dwell on now. She dialed up the heat and slipped into her daily uniform: black jeans, a Famished Fisherman tee, and a clean red apron. A cup of coffee gave her a short burst of energy, but by the time the sky lightened, revealing a town blanketed in fog, she'd used up most of her reserves, though she took care to project an air of energetic competence as her staff rolled in.
Not even the smell of frying bacon revived her. That's when she knew it was going to be a bad day.
The morning dragged on from there. The breakfast rush started early in a fishing town. Crab and lobster seasons were still a few months off, but halibut and albacore seasons ran all year. Demand for food started long before light. Five am, this time of year.
By eight fifteen, she was dead on her feet; just in time for the land-based crowd to trickle in. She had her regulars, of course, retirees, mostly, and a few business people who liked to fuel up before they headed to work over the hill to Pasada, the county seat.
Not that she wasn't grateful for the steady business.
Nona had built the diner from nothing, enticing folks in with her homemade biscuits, giant omelettes, and a kind ear when people needed it. Alyssa took pride in adding to her grandmother's legacy.
Today, though, she felt like she was trudging around underwater. Her heart hurt, and her brain was muzzy. She'd poured decaf into Captain Rossetti's teacup and served Chris Paige's smoked salmon and eggs to Hal Muscovitz.
Not her finest performance.
Two coffee pots in hand, she headed toward the corner table where her father-in-law, Hilton, and his two oldest friends held court, just like every other Tuesday morning, unless the salmon were running. Hilton and his buddies took their position as the leaders of the Central Coast seriously.
She'd just dropped off their checks and freshened their coffees when Rollo strolled in wearing his new uniform. His badge gleamed against the dark blue shirt. Between his military bearing and the impressive outfit, he looked even more intimidating than usual.
Church gossip had it he and his daughter, Wren, were staying. She was glad for him. Glad for his family, too. For herself, not so much.
That crush she'd had on him since grade school was going to be way harder to live with now.
She caught the look he threw her father-in-law, and winced inwardly. Relations between the Archers and the MacKenzies hadn't been good even before JJ's accident. From what she'd been told, their ongoing feud went back generations.
Hoping to lower the building tension, she stepped in front of Rollo, blocking his view. But she was too late. Hilton must have felt the chief's gaze. After paying his bill at the counter, he sauntered over.
"Heard you were back in town." His hard eyes roaming over Rollo's uniform. "Planning to stay, it looks like."
Alyssa sucked in a breath, but Rollo didn't even bother looking up from his menu.
"Yup."
A knowing smirk creased the older man's face beneath his thick white mustache. "I hope you plan to make yourself useful, at least."
Rollo stirred sugar into his coffee. "You never know."
Hilton inched closer, his shoulders tensing, until his enormous belly almost rubbed Rollo's shoulder.
Alyssa clenched the coffeepot in her hand, willing one of them to back down. The room had quieted, the way crowds did when they sensed blood in the water.
Hilton's sun-faded eyes narrowed. He widened his stance, hooking his thumbs under his straining belt. "You best find that snake trying to scare my daughter-in-law before I do."
Rollo raised his head, pinning her with an unreadable look. "Is that so?"
Shocked that Hilton would drag her into their argument, she looked away.
Hilton rapped his pudgy knuckles on the tabletop, making the silverware jump. "The city council vote on your hiring wasn't unanimous, MacKenzie. I lost the first battle, but the war's still on. I wouldn't unpack if I were you."
Before either she or Rollo could respond, he left. His fishing buddies followed on his heels.
The coffee machine gurgled in the stunned silence, while the other diners waited for Rollo's reaction.
"I'm sorry about that," she whispered.
If he heard her, he didn't let on. He went back to perusing the menu. "Any specials today?"
"Nope." She kept her head down. Could he just order already?
He made a disappointed sound. "I was hoping for your blueberry pancakes. You know, the ones with the cinnamon syrup?"
A powerful memory of melted butter and sugar and spice made her throat close up. She hadn't offered a special in forever. Ever since JJ sent Mrs. MacKenzie's car over that cliff.
She shook off the thought.
"Looks like I'll have to learn to live with disappointment," he said, a chuckle in his voice. "What's the fish today?"
"P-petrale sole. It came in on Bobby Nelson's boat yesterday."
"Nice. I'll take the full breakfast then. Eggs scrambled, rye toast and fruit, please."
"Okay."
Her cheeks burned as she crossed to the kitchen, sure every eye was on her. Why did Hilton have to come on like that? Feigning interest in her problems was only a way to needle Rollo. The Archers had never welcomed her, and since JJ's death, they'd all but ignored her existence. Unless it benefited them, apparently.
When she posted the order slip for her cook, Barbara, her best waitress, sidled up next to her. "You okay?"
She nodded, not wanting to lie out loud.
Barbara eyed the half-empty dining room. "I can handle the floor if you need some time."
"I appreciate that, but I'm good."
And she needed to be busy. Locking herself in her office would only raise her anxiety level.
"You sure?"
"Positive. But thanks."
"You know it." Barbara smiled kindly. "We girls have to stick up for each other."
"Totally."
Every time she thought she was alone, the Lord reminded her that she was surrounded by generous souls.
Just not friends.
But everyone had wishes. She'd do well to focus on her blessings, not the holes in her heart.
A groaning sound came from the old ice-maker next to the walk-in fridge. She hustled over and smacked it with the side of her fist, dislodging a huge slab of cubes. The poor thing had seen better days, but she needed it to hang in there for another few months. By fall, she'd have the money to replace it.
She patted it lovingly. "Then you can rest."
Hilton's words echoed through her mind. She couldn't stand the idea that Rollo would think she was tight with her father-in-law, or any of the Archers. Not much she could do about it, though. And it wasn't like Rollo would care. He couldn't think well of her, anyway. Consorting with her in-laws would fit perfectly with the way he and his family must perceive her.
While Rollo ate, she bussed tables and cleaned up behind the counter. A couple more hours and she could close up. Take a long nap. Maybe a bubble bath. No. Switch that. Bath first, nap second. Top the whole evening off with a pint of ice cream.
Only she didn't have a bathtub. Or a comfortable place for a nap. Not until Rollo gave her the all-clear to return home.
The thought of the old claw-footed tub up at the ranch brought her close to tears. The well might be intermittent, but it would fill eventually. And it would be heavenly. Lower lip trembling, she stalked back out into the dining room to give Rollo his bill.
He grinned up at her and patted his flat stomach. "Outstanding food."
Tell him, she ordered herself. Tell him you're not close with the Archers.
But her brain wouldn't cooperate. "How was the sole?" she asked instead.
"Excellent. It doesn't make up for missing out on blueberry pancakes, but...." He shrugged. "Maybe another time."
"Maybe." She echoed in a small voice and set down the check.
"Rollo MacKenzie? Is that you?" A female voice called out, loud enough to turn every head in the diner.
Sissy Delonghi. Alyssa groaned. Just her luck. The woman rarely showed her face at the Fisherman. Tall and elegant and always beautifully dressed, Sissy was more a crystal-goblet-and-Eggs-Benedict kind of gal. Or so Alyssa imagined.
They weren't exactly friends. Never had been, even back in high school. Sissy considered herself part of the upper echelon of Cove society. Not that there was such a thing in their small town.
"Average fish, small pond," Vivianne used to whisper whenever they encountered the woman.
Viv hugged her arms around her waist and tried to slide past, but Sissy was too intent on talking to Rollo to notice.
"What a delightful surprise," she said to him.
Rollo smiled politely.
"You made it back in time for the reunion."
Rollo looked puzzled.
That seemed to shock the woman. She laughed in disbelief. "It's a biggie. The twentieth," she added when he didn't respond.
Alyssa bit her lower lip, content to watch the conversation unfold. Most men looked dazed under the bright light of Sissy's attention.
Rollo seemed faintly bored.
He pushed back his chair. "Not sure I'll have time." He pointed to the badge on his chest. "Busy with the new job."
"Oh, nonsense." Sissy dismissed his work with the wave of a manicured hand. "You can't work all the time." She dug in her purse and pulled out a card. "Call me once you're settled. We've got a lot of catching up to do. In the meantime, I'll put you down for a ticket." She glared at Alyssa before smiling at Rollo. "Just the one, I'm guessing?"
Before he or she could respond, Sissy left. Her expensive perfume remained, hanging like a cloud.
Alyssa coughed and turned away. Sissy had never liked her, not that she cared overly much. But having Rollo witness Sissy's rudeness made her cheeks flamed. That she wasn't prepared for.
She stalked back behind the counter.
"Barb? Can you ring him up?" she asked as Rollo approached the register.
The tall waitress set down a tray of clean glasses. "You kidding? Hunk like that? I'll pay the check for him."
Alyssa smiled, kind of, and scuttled into the back until Rollo disappeared.
Coward.
She picked at a bit of peeling paint on the doorjamb outside her office. There was no reason she should hide. The fact was, she cared what he thought of her. She cared what all the MacKenzies thought.
So fix it.
She huffed. Not as easy as it sounded. She'd have to hunt him down. Find some time when he wasn't busy police chief-ing, and there weren't nosy-bodies around and....
She picked off a hunk of old paint. Let's say there was a good time to talk. What would she say?
Hey, you might not know this, but Hilton Archer's got a mean streak. He only pretended to be interested in my troubles to get a rise out of you. Before you got back in town, the most the man said to me was, "Can you warm up my coffee?"
She cringed and rubbed her forehead. That wasn't pathetic. Not one bit.
It didn't seem like there was a way to convey her lack of relationship with the Archers that didn't sound self-serving, or lame.
And Rollo wouldn't care, anyway.
Helping her was his job. Period.
Despite her ongoing argument with herself, the rest of the morning sped past. Before she knew it, her staff had cleaned up and left.
Antsy to get away from the diner, she considered how to spend the next few hours until nightfall. Maybe she'd go see Nona.
Eager to get outside and away from her own thoughts, she grabbed her purse, ready to lock up. The offshore breeze was building, muscling the fog back out over the ocean, where it would hover until the wind blew itself out. She had just grabbed a sweater when her phone buzzed in her purse. She scrambled for it, pleased to see who it was from. She crossed her fingers and answered. Please let this be some good news.
"Yo, Lyssie."
"Hey, Clark." Her contractor's friendly, booming voice was just what she needed.
"We're stalled on the Hotchkiss job for a week. Maybe two. Means I've got time to look at your water situation. I wanted to check with you before I take the drill all the way out there."
"When can you start?"
"Tomorrow morning would be great."
Yes! When the inspector who checked out her property warned her that the well would need to be deepened. She'd been worrying about it ever since.
"That's wonderful," she responded. "Whenever you have time." She scrunched her eyes shut. "Oh, no." No. They couldn't.
Rollo and his detectives would check for more clues.
"Hey Clark, I had a situation out there on Sunday." She filled him in on the fire and the note. "I've got to check with the police chief and make sure he's done investigating. Wednesday's great for me, but I have to ask him. Can you give me a few minutes? I'll get back to you as quick as I can."
He agreed and hung up.
Well, it seemed she was going to have to talk to Rollo, after all. Might as well get it all out.
Making the decision lightened her step. She shouldered her purse and jogged back through the kitchen, stopping just long enough to grab the last tray of blueberry muffins.
They weren't her glorified pancakes, but they'd have to do. After that breakfast, Rollo wouldn't be hungry, but it was the thought that counted. Or so she'd like to believe.
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EXCEPT FOR A GOOD meeting with his staff, Rollo's morning was not going well.
Just like Monday morning had. No movement on Alyssa's case.
He wanted to canvas the crime scene himself, but realized immediately that sending his only two detectives was the smarter move. He couldn't risk creating the impression he was a micro-manager. If he wanted to build trust with his team, he had to let them do their jobs.
The older detective, Tom Evans, had worked his way up through the ranks. At forty-seven, he'd earned a level of trust. At least Rollo hoped so. No reason to assume the man wasn't competent.
Will Natchez would be the problem if there was one. Rollo's age, he'd transferred in from the LAPD almost two years ago. The move entailed a huge cut in pay. That raised concerns right there, although since joining the department, Natchez had a clean record and impressive number of arrests.
Still, the guy bristled with attitude. Dark-haired, with dark, piercing eyes, the detective had a watchful air. He simmered. Rollo couldn't think of another word for it. Almost Rollo's height, Natchez carried himself with the kind of confidence Rollo recognized from special forces. He had no military experience on his record, though.
Whatever Natchez had going on behind the scenes, Rollo would have to let him prove himself. Or not.
He only wished Alyssa's future wasn't hanging in the balance.
A knock on the frame of the open door redirected his attention.
Rosalie Gamble waited in the doorway. "You wanted to see me?"
He waved her in. "Have a seat. I need some insider info."
She smiled that wide, engaging grin that took ten years of her age. "Well, hello. I guess that makes me an insider." She crossed her legs, folded her hands atop her knee, and leaned in. "Whatcha wanna know?"
He covered his mouth with one palm, hiding a grin of his own. "Tell me about Alyssa Archer. Friends? Enemies? Any ugly history?"
Rosalie frowned, as if she'd tasted something bitter. "You mean aside from JJ?"
"Aside from that."
"She's a wonderful gal. She and her grandmother are well thought of in town. The accident didn't change that."
"Nice to hear." He leaned back in his chair and locked his hands together behind his neck, thinking. "So no bad blood you know of? No lawsuits or disgruntled neighbors?"
"Not that I'm aware of."
"Not much goes on here that you don't know about, I'm thinking."
"That's why I joined the force. My husband says I'm the biggest busybody in town. Might as well put my superpower to good use."
"Curiosity's a great superpower for a cop," he agreed.
Her expression turned serious. "That's disturbing about the threat. I can't imagine why anyone would want to frighten Alyssa."
"Do me a favor. Double check her background. Let me know if you find anything, no matter how small."
She rose. "Sir?"
"Hmmm?"
"Maybe the threat's not about Alyssa. What if our perp is after the property?"
Ice trickled down the back of his neck. Exactly what he was beginning to suspect. But why? "The Martinetti's heirs didn't have to sell to Alyssa."
"No, they didn't. But as far as I know, she's the only one who ever pressed to buy it."
At his raised eyebrow, she shrugged modestly. "My cousin Racine is a Realtor over in Pasada."
He pressed his feet flat on the floor, trying to snag the snippet of thought flitting around in the back of his brain. "Does she know Alyssa's Realtor?"
"Bucky Buchanan? Sure."
He knew the hefty man from high school. Star receiver, if he remembered right. "He any good?"
The Buchanan family had sewn up the local real estate market generations ago, but that didn't mean Bucky was any good at his job.
Rollo didn't know the guy. Hadn't seen him since senior year, but from what he could remember, Bucky was no genius. Of course, it wasn't fair to judge a man on his behavior at eighteen.
Rosalie's eyes narrowed. "I see where you're going with that, and yeah, Racine says he's a conscientious guy."
"Good to hear." He traced a finger over the desktop, still digging for the thought, but the harder he tried to snag it, the farther away it flew. Finally, he gave up. "Thanks for the background. Sounds like not much has changed since I left."
"I didn't get to town until about ten years ago, but no, I'd say not." She headed for the door, but stopped halfway out. "Could be buried treasure."
He snorted. "Of course. I should have thought of that."
"I'm just saying." She headed back to her desk.
He laughed. He'd actually considered that in the middle of the night, but aside from the whimsical idea, it made no sense. The timing was way off. The property had sat for almost twenty years. Plenty of time to search for something hidden.
Or to keep something hidden.
His breath caught in his throat. What if the perp wanted to keep something hidden?
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HE WAS STROLLING down Main Street, wondering where to get lunch, when he saw the Archer woman slip into the police station. His heart banged against his ribs. Not good. Not good at all.
His whole body buzzed, clouding his vision. He froze, but quickly realized that made him look suspicious. What was he thinking, standing there in the middle of the sidewalk? He considered heading back the way he came, or cutting down a side street so he wouldn't have to pass the station.
No. He had to act normal. Best to ride this out. He stalked down the sidewalk like he owned it. Which he kind of did.
This was his town. His world. His kingdom.
All he had to do was buy himself some more time to figure out what to do about the body. He had a couple of ideas, he just needed a few more days.
He was almost directly across from the station now. He pulled out his phone, a panic move, but he couldn't stop himself. "Hello?" he said into the device as if he were taking an unexpected call.
A good thing he thought of that. Rosalie Gamble waved at him through the window. Taking a call left him free to wave vaguely as he passed.
Perfect. There was something to be said for spontaneity, after all. Normally, he wasn't a fan, but he might have to reconsider.
Once safely past, he pocketed his phone and charged around the corner. He pressed his back into the crumbling brick and wiped the flop sweat from his brow.
Keeping this thing buried was going to kill him. He wasn't sleeping. Wasn't concentrating. Wasn't living.
And all for nothing. All these years.
He still heard it in his dreams, the snap of a tendon that signaled the end of an outstanding football career. One late tackle, and...gone. The money. The excitement. The fame.
Over and over, he heard it. Year after year. The dream came more often when life slipped out of his control.
Rein it back in. Control what you can control. Wait for your opening. Then strike.
The well-worn business seminar mantras soothed his mind.
He could do this. There'd be opportunities. All he had to do was seize them. Cash in. Play offense.
Whatever it took to keep a lid on things. But he'd have to act quickly.
The irony rose in his throat until he about gagged on it. He murdered that girl for nothing, trying to save a career that was DOA less than a year later, anyway.
All these years spent looking over his shoulder. For what? It was time to up the ante. Play with the big boys.
He wiped his palm on the leg of his pants and dug out his phone again. Time to unleash the monster.
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ROLLO PROPPED his elbow on his desk and rested his forehead on his hand. His detectives, Natchez and Evans, had prepared a concise report full of exactly nothing. No leads. No significant evidence. Nada.
Acid sloshed in his stomach. He pushed away his half-drunk coffee. Where was the motive? There had to be one. It didn't feel like a stalker. Alyssa reported no boyfriend trouble. Besides, the fire wasn't showy enough. Not enough passion. Stalkers wanted their victims to know who they were. They wanted to terrorize, then capture their prey, not scare them away.
He lifted a prayer to the Almighty. Please, Lord, give me the wisdom to see the pattern here.
He opened his mouth to call Rosalie back in when the front door opened. Alyssa, carrying a basket.
Rosalie waved her back to his office.
She rushed in, cheeks flushed, smelling like sunshine and blueberries. The masculine cut of her down vest and flannel shirt only highlighted her feminine features. The coast had to be the only place where folks wore winter clothing in the summer.
She thrust out the basket. "They're not pancakes, but I figured they'd do."
He lifted a corner of the blue and white towel and sniffed appreciatively. "Oh, yeah, these'll do just fine." He snagged a muffin and waved her into a seat. "What's up?"
"I've got a favor to ask, and something I need to say."
Beneath her natural energy, he read tension. Probably not the favor.
He set the muffin down in the exact center of the blotter. Might as well start with the low-hanging fruit. Make her as comfortable as possible. He'd get more info that way.
"What's the favor?"
"My contractor needs to get some work done on the property. One of his other jobs fell through and he's only got a narrow window. I was hoping you could finish processing the scene so he can head out there. He'll be using lots of heavy equipment. Could you expedite the investigation, at least the part on my property?"
He eyed the clock on the corner of his desk. "Already done." Evans and Natchez would wrap things up any minute, literally.
Her eyes lit up. "And?"
He picked at the crumb topping on the muffin. "Nothing so far. Too many other tire tracks and footprints out there. We might get lucky on the fingerprints, but it'll take a few days to get the results back."
Her downcast look told him everything he needed to know about how badly his lack of progress disappointed her.
She rallied quickly, though. "But Clark and his guys can get to work? He wants to start on my well tomorrow."
"I don't see why not, but I want an officer present, just in case."
"That's a great idea. I'd feel safer."
"Good. What about the other thing?"
She looked confused for a second, and then her cheeks pinked. She nodded stiffly and shoved her hands in her vest pockets. "Things aren't the way they looked back at the diner. Hilton Archer and I are not friendly. I'm not friendly with any of the Archers."
He squinted at her, going straight for his drill sergeant poker face. Why she felt it necessary to clue him in on their family relations, he had no idea. But now he was curious.
She drew a finger back and forth across the edge of his bare desk. "He only jumped to my defense to get a rise out of you. He likes to throw his weight around like that. I just thought you should know."
"Gotcha."
Even before JJ, the Archers and the MacKenzies had a long, complicated history. He'd been taught that the MacKenzies settled The Cove first, then the Archers swooped in, stealing every bit of good ranch land they could get their hands on. The Archers had their own version of the story, but either way, bad blood flowed between the families for at least a hundred and fifty years now. Hard to overcome history.
Especially with Hilton Archer as the head of the sprawling family. His own dad might be rough around the edges, but Hilton made Chip look like Sally Sunshine.
Rollo wouldn't trust the man as far as he could throw him. He pictured the belly straining against Hilton's tailored shirt. Yeah. Not far.
"Okay then." Alyssa turned to leave.
"I've been planning to talk to Bucky about the problems with the sale," he said. "He might be more forthcoming if you were there. Do you have time to head over there with me now?"
"Sure." She looked as if she couldn't quite believe he was volunteering to spend more time with her.
He followed her through the office, stopping to instruct Rosalie to call Buchanan and let the man know they were on their way over. Ignoring her curious look, he kept going until he and Alyssa were on the sidewalk.
"I appreciate you telling me about Hilton," he said once the door closed behind them. "That must be hard for you."
"Not really. I never was a proper Archer."
He shoved his hands in his pants pockets and started down the sidewalk toward the realty office. "According to you, or them?"
She laughed sourly. "I'd call it a mutual decision. In the beginning, I was attracted to JJ despite the fact that he was an Archer, if that makes sense."
"Kind of."
Content to let her lead, he studied the tidy street. The morning fog had burned off, scoured back out to sea by a brisk wind.
A sailor's breeze, his mother used to call it. "It stirs the blood," she insisted. "Makes folks restless. That's why I love the coast. A body's never bored here."
Grief stabbed him right below the breastbone. He pressed a hand to his heart. He hoped his mother's words would ring true for Wren and for him.
And for Alyssa Archer. She deserved more than life had given her so far.
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BUCKY MET them in the lobby of his spacious family office. A multi-generational portrait stared at them from across the room. Seated dead center, shoulders slumped with age, Bucky's grandfather glowered, flanked by two generations of Buchanans. Bucky couldn't have been long out of high school when the painting was made. While the others frowned out at the viewer, their faces lined with varying degrees of wrinkles, Bucky smiled, his cheeks plump and unlined. A wide gold frame added the final touch, a not-so-subtle message that these men had wealth and power.
And pedigree. Even now, Buchanan Realty was the go-to firm on the Central Coast. She figured she was lucky she'd gone with Bucky, given her nightmare escrow. He must have pulled a lot of strings to push the sale through.
Bucky acknowledged her with a gentle smile. "You doing okay?"
"I'm good. Thanks. There was no major damage."
Bucky faked a swipe of the brow and offered a hand to Rollo. "Hey, Rollo, this is a surprise."
Rollo shook his hand. "Thanks for taking the time."
"Happy to help, but I'm not sure what I can do."
"I'm looking for information, is all," Rollo said. "I want to cover all the bases."
"Understandable."
Bucky ushered them into his private office.
It didn't take five seconds in Bucky's lair to realize the guy's glory days were long behind him. Sports trophies took the place of honor, filling the case directly behind his desk. Football, track, and golf, oddly. All of them earned during his years as a MacKenzie Cove Pirate. The few photos of his beautiful family, their sprawling McMansion, and the enviable vacations in tropical locals were all crowded into a corner of the credenza, sharing space with piles of paperwork and a fancy printer.
From Rollo's bemused look, she guessed he'd never had the pleasure of seeing Bucky on a professional level.
"Nice trophy case," he commented.
She might have imagined the sarcasm. She didn't know him well enough to judge.
Bucky obviously imagined it, too. He hitched up his trousers, eying Rollo warily.
Bucky always expected the dig. He'd been that way since high school. He and Rollo graduated the same year, although she couldn't recall them hanging out much.
Finished strolling the office, Rollo sat down next to her. "Alyssa tells me there were lots of issues with the purchase. Can you tell me about that?"
Bucky shrugged helplessly. "Yeah. It was really weird. Just every roadblock you can imagine." He ticked a list off on his fingers. "Strange issues with the title, trouble getting Alyssa qualified for a loan, inspection issues, and, oh, yeah, lost paperwork. Every little thing that could go wrong did, and a couple of big things, too. None of it Alyssa‘s fault, but I have to say, it was creepy. I've been doing this a long time now. Never seen anything like it."
Alyssa jumped in. "Things got so bad, he even tried to convince me to buy a couple other properties."
Bucky swiped at a hank of thinning hair. "I was afraid we'd never close on the Martinetti place, so I showed her a couple other places, maybe not quite the views, and they were even farther from town, but they were less expensive, and the buildings were in much better shape."
Rollo turned to face her. "Not interested, obviously."
"No." She couldn't explain it, but she wanted the Martinetti property or nothing.
Rollo nodded, as if she'd spoken out loud. "She needs the views for her painting." He eyed her again. "You're still painting, right?"
"Yeah," she said vaguely, uncomfortable with the lie.
But she didn't want to trouble him with her silly little issues. It was going on six years now since she'd picked up a brush, but she wouldn’t tell him that. It would sound so insensitive. JJ had taken so much more from him and his family than the desire to pursue a hobby.
It wasn't until the beginning of this year, when she first realized she could buy her dream property, that the urge to create came back. Now she couldn't wait.
Rollo tapped out a rhythm on Bucky's desk. "I'm sure you heard about the trouble yesterday."
Bucky pulled at his lower lip. "It's like the curse continues."
The chair creaked as Rollo leaned forward. "What makes you say that?"
"I dunno. Nothing, really. Just...." He took great care not to catch her eye. "You know, rumors. The place has been abandoned for what, forty years? Bound to be gossip."
"What kind of gossip?"
Bucky's lips tightened. "No idea." He gestured at the two of them. "You guys know how it is here. People flap their lips. I've never heard anything specific. If I had, you two would know, too."
"I see your point," Rollo agreed.
All this talk of curses made her stomach ache. "The only thing I ever heard about was parties, and I figured most of that was just talk."
Bucky cocked a finger at her. "Exactly. Kids getting up to mischief. The house inspector found evidence of that. Nothing recent, though." He looked at Alyssa for confirmation.
"Right." She twisted her fingers together. "Just remnants of bonfires and some faded beer cans, mostly."
"Dad says the place fell out of favor once the new highway went in," Rollo said, as if he were talking to himself.
"Sure." Bucky jerked a thumb toward the east, toward the hills separating The Cove from the central valley. "Now it's quicker to get up in the hills. Less chance of anyone finding the little creeps in all those woods between here and Pasada."
One thing to be thankful for. She wouldn't have to chase wild kids off her property. The coastal hills between The Cove and the county seat were thick with live oak and manzanita, and criss-crossed with old mining roads. Easy to find a hidden spot where no passing patrol cars would see the flames, unlike the bare, rolling hills on her land. Fires would be visible from the road, or the water.
Rollo's chair squeaked again as he rose and held out his hand again. "Thanks for your time, Bucky. I appreciate it. I better get back to the station."
Bucky saw them out.
Alyssa tried to hide her disappointment as they strolled back up the street. What had she expected? If Bucky knew anything, he would have offered the information. Still, she couldn't help getting her hopes up. Every dead end felt like a kick in the teeth.
She glanced over at Rollo. He was staring into the middle distance, his mind clearly engaged.
"What?" she asked.
"What do you mean, 'what?'"
She stepped in front of him and pressed a hand to his chest, stopping him in place. "Bucky got you thinking."
He stepped sideways, trying to edge around her, but she mirrored his move, waggling her fingers. "Come on. This is about my life. Don't sugar-coat it."
That earned her a crooked smile. "Are you kidding? Growing up with a mom like mine, and two sisters, I wouldn't dare."
She liked that, the passing reference to his mom. Maybe the scars were healing. Better than hers, hopefully.
She crossed her arms, widened her stance, and waited, letting the burly onshore breeze slam into her. "So tell me."
"He's hiding something." He winced and shook his head. "No, not hiding. That's not the right word. He's afraid of something."
"You think he's responsible? That makes no sense. Bucky's the one who closed the sale."
"I know. It makes no sense. I told you, I'm still thinking on this. But I know Bucky... knew him, I guess I should say. Some things about a person's character don't change."
She wrinkled her nose. "We all did, as much as you can know anyone in high school."
"It's more than that. I only knew him on the football field, but out there he was cagey, one of those guys willing to do anything to look good. Anything to win."
"That was a long time ago."
"I know. And I've been out of law enforcement for over ten years. My radar could be way off."
"I hope so. I like Bucky. The Buchanans aren't known for their generosity, but he's been good to me. I wouldn't have the property if it weren't for him."
"Then I like him, too."
Unprepared for his warm words, she looked away.
They walked in silence, passing a surf shop and the new espresso bar she hadn't had the chance to try yet. Rumor had it the owner was a hunk, dark and brooding and single, but she hadn't run into him yet. Time enough after her life settled down. Besides, she wasn't in the market for romance. And no matter how cute the guy might be, dark and brooding were not two of her favorite words.
"New place," Rollo observed as they strolled past. "Who's the owner?"
"I haven't been in yet."
He eyed the neatly lettered sign overhead and the spare European styling inside.
With its lean, spare lines and gleaming steel furniture, the place couldn't be more different from the Fisherman. But Rollo had spent years in cosmopolitan Washington. He might like that big city feel.
He walked on. "Doesn't look like they have much food in there."
The disinterest in his tone lightened her step. Men like Rollo—big, active men—liked to eat. Exactly the sort of customer Nona had created the Famished Fisherman to cater to. Working people who needed actual food to sustain them on a long day.
Not that Rollo's taste in coffee bars should be any of her concern.
When they turned the corner and caught sight of the Fisherman, her heartbeat sped up. The diner was in her blood. It was her home in a way their modest house never had been. Once her mother passed, she and Nona had to work so hard they were barely ever there. Most every holiday was spent in the diner, ordering supplies, prepping food, or cleaning.
She was prejudiced for sure, but to her, the Fisherman exuded warmth and cheer. Nona's bright yellow paint was fading, but the white trim had lasted well. Too new and the place would seem too fancy for their clientele. Cozy meant workers in overalls and wet sea boots were welcome. Exactly the way she wanted it.
Rollo stopped near the front door. "How about I pick you up around six am? I'd feel better if we headed up to the property together."
"How about I get you?" she countered. "It's on the way."
"Fair enough."
Hands in his pockets, he waited while she disarmed the security system and unlocked the door. "Be careful."
"Always."
He watched an elderly couple coax an equally aged dog down the street. "I don't like the idea of you staying here alone."
"I'm in the middle of town. I've got a security system and professional-grade locks on all the doors. I'll be fine."
"We don't have any patrol cars on duty after eight pm. There's no one for me to send around to check on you."
She shooed him away from the door. "I'm good. Seriously. Get back to work. I'd like to get home as soon as possible."
For a minute she wondered if he'd refuse, but finally, he stepped away. "Fair enough. I'll send a patrol car around every hour until the guys go off duty."
"Thanks." She thought about refusing, but he'd do it anyway.
Besides, she'd be huddled in her windowless office, attacking the paperwork that piled up over the last few weeks when she'd been busy buying and selling real estate. She'd never even know who drove by.
She stood in the open doorway, watching Rollo amble back toward the police department. Such a handsome man. And so principled. She'd always been half in love with him, with his family, too. With only a mom and grandmother around, she'd always been fascinated by the sprawling MacKenzie clan. Rollo's parents had multiple siblings, all of whom settled in the area. He must have twenty-first cousins within a fifty-mile radius.
What a comfort that must be. Built-in companions. She literally couldn't imagine how it would feel to be surrounded by all that love. Years removed from her infatuation with JJ, she realized she was more in love with the idea of marrying into a big family than anything else.
Too bad she hadn't been wise enough to see that the Archers didn't operate like the MacKenzies or the Baez family, Rollo's mother's clan.
The Archers were distant, more like rivals than siblings. When JJ failed to live up to expectations, they deserted him. Her, too, though by then, she was ready to divorce herself from the entire clan.
Family ties just weren't in her future. Whatever the Lord had in store for her, she prayed it included a family of her own, at least. Until then, she'd do her best to atone for her part in JJ's accident. And pray she made a better choice in the future.
The familiar weight of grief and regret settled on her shoulders. She headed straight to the cluttered office. Vendors needed to be paid, and receipts filed. In this mood, she wasn't fit for much else, anyway.
She poured herself a cup of coffee and flipped on the boxy old computer that took up half her desk. While she waited for the thing to boot up, she considered their conversation with Bucky.
He's hiding something.
Rollo's assessment rang through her head. With all his experience, military and law enforcement, he'd learned to read people. Not her strong suit. She took everything and everyone at face value, often realizing their true natures too late.
If Rollo said Bucky was hiding something, she believed him. For Bucky's sake, she prayed it wasn't anything serious.
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THE SPICY SCENT of beef chili hit Rollo the minute he got out of his city-issue squad car. One whiff, and he was in heaven. Oh yeah. Real chili. Which only meant one thing. His sister had brought dinner. Even before the stroke, Dad had never been much of a cook. This had to be Viv's doing.
He edged around his father's old white pickup and headed straight for the house, his stomach growling. Viv and Emmie had warned him they were concerned that Dad wasn't eating enough, especially now that his energy level was down. While Dad always had a great appetite for their mother's cooking, left to his own devices, he was more of a canned soup man.
Rollo slipped through the front door, only to be assaulted by the volume of the TV in the living room. His stomach sank. It was barely past five, way too early for his father to look so exhausted. Chip MacKenzie's stamina was legendary. No matter the task, he'd outlast every one of his four sons. He fished longer, hiked farther, mended more fence, and pounded more nails.
But tonight, his face looked pale and drawn, his energy clearly depleted. Deep circles hung beneath his eyes. For the first time, Rollo realized just how fragile his father was. Always slender, Chip had lost muscle since the stroke. More bone and skin than anything else now, the man seemed to shrink before his eyes.
Rollo clenched his hands, willing away the urge to wrap his father in a hug. Dad would think it came from pity. He'd hate that, especially from Rollo, the ungrateful son.
The one who left.
So Rollo nodded a greeting and headed straight for the gun safe in his bedroom to stow his service weapon. Then he peeled off his uniform and pulled on worn jeans and a thick flannel shirt, a concession to the fog rolling back across the land.
When he headed back downstairs, his father turned off the TV. "How'd it go today? The boys give you a bad time?"
"Not at all."
Will Natchez hadn't bothered to hide his sour attitude, but it was less than Rollo expected, given the man's background, and nothing he couldn't handle. Natchez might be a veteran detective, but he was no special ops soldier. Rollo had scared far harder types into line.
His dad lowered the footrest on his recliner. "Any breaks in Alyssa's case?"
"I wish. There's no usable physical evidence to go on. No trail to follow. I talked to her realtor."
His dad made a face. "The Buchanans."
"Bucky, specifically."
"He's probably the best of the lot, but that's not saying much."
"No kidding." Rollo sank down on the couch. "Where's Wren?"
"The girls took her over to Pasada for dinner and a movie. Shopping, too, of some sort, I'm sure." His lips turned up in a lopsided smile. The stroke had all but paralyzed the left side of his face, turning his expressions into uneven grimaces.
Rollo made a concerted effort not to look away. If his father even smelled pity.... Well, no sense in thinking about that now.
He changed the subject. "So that's Viv's chili I smell?"
His father grunted. "Girl spends way too much time fussing over me. I got a pantry full of food."
"She loves you, Dad."
His father scrubbed his cheeks with his right hand. "I know. Didn't mean to sound ungrateful."
"No worries." Rollo waved off his father's apology. Hard thing for such a proud man to accept help. "How about I serve us up some dinner?"
"Don't have to ask me twice."
Rollo flew into the kitchen, his heart aching. Even if he and Wren stayed in the house, Dad needed help. Viv and Emmie had already tried to persuade him to hire someone in. The idea had been a non-starter.
Maybe if Rollo got some of the other family involved. It was beyond time to give his three brothers a kick in the rear anyway, and he could always recruit Uncle Mateo. His father respected his brother-in-law. Yeah, getting Uncle M onboard might ease things along.
Viv had warned him that Dad needed someone to cook and clean and make sure he got to his weekly appointments. Not to mention companionship. Between them, Viv and Emmie stopped by several times a week, but they had lives, too. Even if they were willing to, his brothers couldn't take up the slack. When Teo wasn't at his dive shop, or on a surf trip, he was out with a new woman. Enzo's schedule with the Coast Guard was too unpredictable. And Dante....
A sour taste welled in his mouth. Dante could never be counted on for anything.
He should be grateful his brothers had kept up with the maintenance around the property. Even though most of their land was rolling pasture land, twenty acres required a massive investment in time and energy. They'd long since given up on chickens and livestock, but the yearly upkeep remained substantial. The boys put in long hours helping out.
Yup. They needed to hire in help. Dad didn't have to like it, but he was going to have to live with it.
By the time he had the chili dished up, his father was already clomping into the room, good arm leaning heavily on his new cane. Two bright stickers adorned the stem, a sassy-looking unicorn, complete with glittery horn, and a "surf's up" sticker from a local shop.
Wren's work.
He pulled out his father's chair, and claimed his own, bowing his head while his father said grace.
His father broke the silence about halfway through their meal. "What's next in the investigation?"
"I'm not sure there is one. The fire was clearly arson, and the note was a threat, but I've got nothing to go on." He grabbed a fresh-baked roll. "Any reason you can think of why someone would want to scare Alyssa away?"
His father chewed slowly, considering his question. "Kids haven't gathered there for years."
" That leaves three options. It was a weird hoax. Someone's really after Alyssa, or, they want something that's on the property."
His father spooned up a bite of chili. "I got a fourth one for ya." He aimed his utensil at Rollo, his blue eyes looking sharper than they had all evening. "Turn that last idea on its head. What if there's something on her property the perp doesn't want found?"
A chill ran down Rollo's spine. When a detective as good as his father came to the same conclusion he had, there was no ignoring it.
"Might be worth looking into," Dad insisted. "Way I see it, the perp's either after Alyssa, or they're hiding something."
"Or they want to make trouble for the Archers."
His father waved away that option. "She's not tight with them. Never has been, far as I can tell."
Rollo stilled, shocked into silence by the warmth in his dad's voice. "You've got a lot of opinions about her."
"She's a nice gal. Makes the best pancakes in the county. Generous servings, too."
Rollo's eyebrows climbed skyward. "I thought you had nothing good to say about that family."
"She's not an Archer. A few years here and there don't count. She's not blood."
Hearing his father defend Alyssa warmed Rollo's heart. He grunted in response. He didn't want to deal with the emotions, but he didn't want people blaming her for the accident, either.
"What's new with the boys?" he asked, hoping to change the subject before things veered too close to home.
His father picked at a roll. "Dunno."
"Viv says they haven't been around much lately."
"Why should they? Got their own lives."
The sharp words signaled an end to that topic.
Rollo cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher, wondering what he could do to make a crack in his father's thick shell of resentment.
Maybe it was time to bring up the dreaded helper idea. Dad was already in a prickly mood. He had nothing to lose.
He rinsed the last bowl and shut off the tap, drying his hands as he leaned back against the sink. "Have you thought about getting some help around here?"
Dad snort.
"Viv told me she and Emmie have talked to you about hiring someone to cook and clean."
"Then they told you I'm not interested."
"They did." He inhaled, praying for patience. "Dad, you know we're all here for you, but between work and family, none of us has the time to do what needs to get done regularly."
"I'm not asking. In fact, I wish you all would let me be."
"Not an option."
"Says who?"
Rollo gestured around the cluttered kitchen. "I'm sorry to have to point this out, but you're not exactly Martha Stewart."
"So don't stay." Dad looked away when he said it. "Nothing says you and Wren can't find your own place."
Even though he'd expected it, the rejection hurt. Rollo swallowed a few times, tamping down the urge to strike back. "That's the plan, eventually, but not until I know you're good here on your own."
Now his father met his gaze. The old fire was back, making his blue eyes glow with that icy determination that used to terrify Rollo. "I'm good. Can't make that any plainer."
Rollo tossed down the damp dishcloth. "We're just talking a few hours a day. No one's going to take away your privacy."
His dad slammed his cane down on the floor, chin quivering. "No." He struggled to his feet.
Rollo jerked toward him before he could stop himself.
Good hand wrapped around the top of his cane, his father flinched away. "Don't."
Rollo raised his hands in a helpless gesture. "No problem."
Needing an outlet for his frustration, he charged toward his bedroom. He was still hot as he grabbed his gun, the keys to the squad car, and a jacket. Then he flew toward the front door.
"Where you off to?" The question floated after him.
"I'm gonna make the rounds in town. Don't wait up."
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"IT'S LATE. You need your sleep."
Alyssa's grandmother gave her a hard stare. Or at least as hard a stare as the sweet old thing was capable of.
Alyssa hid a smile behind her hand, amused both by her nona's fierce tone and the admonition. It was barely six pm. "You don't need to worry about me."
"Hmmph." Nona crossed her arms. "Someone does."
A familiar pain stabbed her. Wouldn't that be nice?
No matter her inner thoughts, she kept her tone upbeat. "I'm good, Nona. Really. I'm excited to have you out to the ranch. We'll wait for a sunny day."
And she'd wait until Rollo MacKenzie caught her intruder. On the bright side, it looked like she'd have reliable running water sooner than she expected, so there was that.
Nona raised a hand to cover a delicate yawn. Alyssa took that as her signal to head back to the restaurant. At eighty-eight, the woman needed her rest.
Her grandmother rose with a grimace and tottered toward the door alongside her. "The Sea Glass Festival's coming up soon. You'll want to order extra blueberries. Pancake sales always go up in August."
Alyssa blinked. The Sea Glass Festival hadn't happened for ten years. The end-of-summer highlight for decades, attendance had fallen off during that long stretch of time when the beaches were closed after the big oil spill, until finally the Chamber of Commerce stopped trying to revive it.
"I'll remember," she said.
No need to upset Nona by pointing out her error. Ever since she hit her eighties, time seemed to warp and twist.
She pecked her grandmother on the cheek, reveling in the older woman's velvet skin. How did she manage to smell like sugar cookies, even now, years after she last fired up an oven?
"See you in a couple days," she said, and headed for her car before her grandmother detected her troubled thoughts.
Wet mist enveloped her the minute she exited Nona's building. The sun was still hours from slipping beneath the horizon, but the fog had come in heavy enough to trigger the street lamps. Between the swirling mist and the call of the foghorn, the deserted street held all the appeal of a haunted house.
The mist had been thick the night before last, too, when the arsonist crept onto the ranch. Rollo said they didn't find a single footprint around the far side of the barn. That meant he would have passed right behind her car. Did he touch it? Run a hand over the rear taillight as he passed? Stare inside at that box of new silverware from the restaurant supply store?
She sped up, hurrying around to the driver's side of her aging SUV, and shoved her key into the lock, fingers shaking with cold and fear. The quicker she tried to be, the more she fumbled.
"Calm down," she ordered, but the words didn't help.
The fear climbed, like a wave surging to a peak. The back of her neck prickled and her shoulders tensed. By the time she had the door open, her breath was coming in sharp gasps.
Since when did you turn into such a baby?
There's no one out there.
The street in front of Nona's retirement home was short but straight. There were no other cars, no walkers or cyclists zooming past.
Still, she slammed her hand down on the door lock before she started the car. A hot chocolate and a funny movie would do the trick. She jerked on the seatbelt. It came out an inch or two before seizing up. Yet another thing on her list of to-dos. As she warred with the baulky strap, a shadow crossed the edge of her vision. She gasped, freezing in place.
The figure strolled past, a man in dark pants and a gray down jacket. When he turned, she flinched.
Her fingers felt for the keys. She pulled them out of the ignition, threading them through her fingers like a weapon. If he came any closer....
"Alyssa?" She couldn't hear the words through the closed window, but she recognized her name on his lips.
"Bucky." His name came out in a rush of relief. She rolled down the window. "What are you doing out here?"
Hands stuffed in his pockets, he inched back in her direction, his body sliding along the edge of her car. "Just out clearing my head. You?"
"Visiting Nona."
He glanced at the welcoming entrance to the building. "Oh, right. Sure. How is she?"
"She's good. Great, actually. Thanks for asking."
"Of course. She's a good woman."
"She is."
He rapped his knuckles on the edge of the door and stepped back. "I better get moving. Duty calls."
He rolled his eyes. "Producer from Hollywood's here. Wants to dip his toes in the residential rental market. Guy's got more money than sense, but who am I to argue? I'm meeting him at The Breakers. I better hustle."
He backed away now, into the middle of the street, before pointing a finger at her like a gun. "You take care. And hang in there. The cops'll get that creep. Don't you worry about that."
She nodded her thanks and waved. See? Silly to be so afraid.
She lifted a quick prayer of thanks, but as soon as the words left her mouth, anger sparked to life. Whoever snuck onto her property had stolen her sense that life was secure and pleasant.
That was going to take a while to forgive. But she could throw off the fear now. Seatbelt finally secured, she rolled her shoulders back, lifted her chin and took a long breath in and out. No more jumping at shadows. No more fear.
From this moment on, she'd trust in the process and go on with her life, head held high. Rollo and his crew would find the perpetrator, and whatever the person's wacky reason for trying to scare her, this would all be over.
She put the car in gear and headed back to the restaurant, determined to make the best of her dismal surroundings. It wouldn't be long before she was back at the ranch, dusting and cleaning and making the place her own.
The fog was even heavier up on the hill, shrouding the diner in white mist. She pulled into the Fisherman's empty parking lot, and paused, engine idling. Even if she refused to live in fear, leaving her car out front, where it would be obvious she was the only one there, seemed like a bad idea, so she pulled around back. She'd be up long before any delivery trucks arrived, so she took the spot right in front of the big double doors that led to the walk-in pantry and hopped out of the car, wanting to get out of the mist.
She swung the door shut, but it resisted with a metallic crunch. The seatbelt. It never retracted. The metal buckle was always getting caught between the door and the frame. She leaned in, swiping the dumb thing away from the doorframe. That needed fixing soon, before it damaged the door mechanism.
She sighed. Maybe next week she'd have time to take it to her mechanic. For now, she was all about a hot cocoa and a Hallmark movie. She closed the door, activated the locks, and shouldered her purse.
A soft sound, like the swish of a jacket, hit her ear. Then she caught the astringent tang of men's aftershave. And sweat, the ugly kind that came from fear.
Shoulders tensed, she turned, but she was too late. Hands struck her shoulders, shoving her backwards into the side of the car. Her purse flew off, and she dropped the keys. The figure loomed over her, his features hidden by the shadows of his dark hoodie.
"Help!" she yelled. "Help!"
There was little hope she'd be heard. The restaurant was surrounded by commercial office space. The occupants had long since gone home.
The figure shoved her again, throwing her to the ground. Her palms scraped along the rough pavement. She tensed, waiting for him to jump on her, but he whirled away. Before she could scramble to her feet, he fled.
Heart pounding in her ears, she climbed to her knees. She rested there, waiting until she could trust her shaking legs to hold her.
At least he hadn't taken her purse. Her lips trembled and her eyes filled with hot tears, but she forced herself to scramble over to her bag. The contents had spilled out, including her phone. She swept her hairbrush and wallet back into the bag, but the phone hadn't survived the fall. Deep cracks radiated out from the smashed corner. A few shards of glass had fallen out. Though the screen glowed, it was useless.
Anxiety swamped her. What if he returned? She had no way to call for help.
A glimmer of silver caught her eye. Her keys. Still on her knees, she scrambled across the blacktop and snatched them up.
At least she could get inside, lock the doors, and call the police. She staggered toward the back entrance in a wide-legged stance, as if she were walking across the deck of a heaving ship.
Hurry. He might come back.
She wanted to run, but her body was overloaded with fear and adrenaline. She felt like she was in one of those nightmares where she was sprinting, but unable to move. Finally, she made it to the doors.
The lock was smashed, the surrounding wood splintered. A sledge hammer lay on the ground about five feet away, as if it had been tossed there.
Great. Just great. She clenched her teeth, trying to prep herself for the destruction she'd find inside. At least she'd already made the daily cash deposit. Not much to steal but canned goods and provisions and a few fresh pies. Maybe he'd left once he discovered there wasn't anything of value.
Still, she steeled herself for smashed dish ware and broken pastry cases. Tires squealed from around the front of the building, wrenching her thoughts away from the possible destruction.
Oh no.
She flew inside and slammed the door behind her, scrambling to throw the old deadbolt she hadn't used in years. Rust jammed the mechanism, making it impossible to slide.
"Come on. Come on," she pleaded, as she slammed the heel of her hand against the knob on the bolt.
By the time the bolt inched forward, her hands were slick with sweat.
Chest heaving, she leaned back against the door for a second to catch her breath. The air was thick and sharp. It smelled like hot electrical wires, or plastic. But the smell was faint, and with so much adrenaline onboard, she didn't trust her senses. Her body was running on pure rocket fuel.
The nearest phone was in her office. She raced down the dark hallway in the opposite direction from the kitchen and dining areas, threw herself into the small, windowless room, and thumbed the little lock in the center of the doorknob.
Her attacker had seemed huge. Even if half his bulk was from the billowing black coat, he still outweighed her by close to a hundred pounds. A hollow-core door with a generic lock wouldn't keep him out long. She flipped on the light and scrambled for the ancient landline on her desk. Her clumsy movements sent the handset flying over the corner of the desk. Arms out, she chased after it, snagging the curly plastic cord.
She was just lifting the receiver to her ear when something smashed against the door. The wood cracked, but held. "Alyssa? Alyssa, are you in there?"
The receiver flew from her hand. She ducked down next to the desk, fighting not to scream and give away her position. Whoever her attacker was, he knew her.
Or he'd checked her wallet for her ID. She crouched lower, covering her head with her hands.
"Alyssa!" The voice was louder now, even more insistent.
Another blow boomed through the room. The center or the door cracked this time. She flinched, willing herself to breathe, to think.
She needed a weapon. Anything that might throw her attacker off his guard for a second.
But her brain was too fogged with terror. She couldn't think.
Her fingers closed around the closest thing. Small, but heavy, with sharp corners. It would do.
The next blow sent the damaged door flying open. A dark figure rushed in, surrounded by tendrils of gray smoke. He spotted her instantly.
"Get up! " He yelled.
Trying to judge the distance, she waited until he loomed over her. She'd only get one shot at this. When he bent over her, hands grasping, she aimed for his head.
The blow vibrated down through her hand, making her stomach heave.
"Yeow." Her attacker staggered back, a hand to the side of his head. "Alyssa, it's me. Rollo."
She gasped, her vision clearing. The face and the voice coalesced. Rollo. Here.
"Fire," he announced, his voice harsh. "We gotta go. Is anyone else inside?"
"No," she answered automatically. The staff left long before she locked up hours ago.
He shoved his hands under her arms and pulled her up so fast her feet dangled in the air. Arm wrapped around her waist, he heaved her toward the door. "Run."
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HAND CLAMPED TIGHTLY AROUND HERS, Rollo hauled her around the front of the building. She wanted to stop, to catch her breath at least, but he just charged on. He didn't let her rest until they were sheltered behind his white squad car.
He pushed her down next to the driver's door. "You okay?" he asked.
Still too short on breath to speak, she nodded.
"Hang tight," he ordered, and reached through the open window to grab the mic on his radio. "Dispatch? This is Chief MacKenzie with MacKenzie Cove PD. I've got a Ten-eighty-two, fire in progress at the Famished Fisherman on Main Street. Flames visible."
A cry tore from her throat. Not the Fisherman.
Knees digging into the asphalt, she crept around him, toward the front of his vehicle. She peered over the hood of his car. A dull orange glow flickered through the enormous picture windows in the dining area. Fire.
As she watched, the overhead sprinklers came on, sending clouds of steam billowing out toward the windows and obscuring much of the view.
She climbed to her feet, pressing her palm against the fog-slick fender of the vehicle. Despite the powerful flow from the sprinklers, a yellow flame spurted out from the kitchen area.
No. No, no, no. Please, Jesus, let the fire department come soon.
The Fisherman was everything. Her livelihood. Nona's legacy. Her future.
She leaned forward, ready to run toward her restaurant, when a hand clamped down on her shoulder.
"Hey." Rollo turned her toward him until he could look into her eyes. "Fire department'll be here any second. Until then, there's nothing we can do."
She wanted to scream and cry and kick him in the ankle and run. Instead, she leaned against him, pressing her cheek into his jacket so she wouldn't have to look at the flames.
"I know," he murmured against her head. "I know."
Sirens split the air, harsh and insistent. "I saw him, the man who started the fire. Th-that's why I hit you." Her words were muffled against his chest.
Rollo pulled away far enough to look down into her face. He smoothed a hank of hair out of her eyes. "Tell me everything. Describe him as best you can. Don't leave anything out."
Even imagining that horrid figure made bile rise in her throat. She swallowed hard, determined not to let the terror win. She allowed the image to surface in her mind, forcing herself to pay close attention to all the awful details, but in the end, all she could say was, "He was big. Tall and broad-shouldered."
"Young? Old?"
"Old-ish." She wrinkled her nose, surprised at the words that popped out of her mouth. "I didn't actually see his face. He was fast and strong, but when he ran off...." She could see him in her mind, but it was hard to turn the mental movie into words.
"Something about the way he ran caught your attention. Go with that," Rollo prompted.
"He ran quickly, but kind of... off-kilter, like his joints ached or something. So more like an older person than a younger one."
He squeezed her hand. "You're doing great. This is really helpful. Anything else?"
"No."
She poked at the corners of her mind, but that was it. Between the dim lighting and his dark hoodie, she hadn't seen his face. And he never spoke, so she couldn't describe his voice.
"No worries." Rollo insisted. "It's common to recall more details as the shock wears off."
A fresh wave of sound split the air. The sirens were closer now, jolting her with a fresh wave of adrenaline.
The first engine flew into the parking lot, followed quickly by the fire chief's red SUV.
"I'm gonna check in with them, and I need to call in this info on your attacker," Rollo said. "Hang tight."
She watched helplessly as the flames in the back of the kitchen evaded the water and snaked toward the ceiling. While the rest of the crew pulled hose, two firefighters in full gear approached the entrance, axes raised. A third man raced up behind them, hauling a firehose. He stood behind them, a hose at the ready. An instant later, the door was destroyed, but the men were inside.
Steam billowed out, but through the condensation, she could see that the flames had disappeared. The orange glow, too.
They had extinguished the flames almost instantly.
"They got it!" Rollo threw his hands in the air. "They got it," he repeated as he charged toward her, a wide grin on his face.
She went to clap her hands together in sheer joy, but realized she was still holding onto the trophy she'd grabbed to bash her intruder.
He pressed a hand to the side of his head. His palm came away with a smear of blood.
She sucked in a breath. "I'm sorry."
He pried her fingers from around the base of the old trophy. "Don't be. That was a good move. You didn’t know it was me." He held the thing away from him and squinted at the brass plaque. "1st Place, Traditional Clam Chowder, 2018."
She shrugged or something, helplessly. "The committee went all out on prizes that year. Usually, the winner gets a plastic plaque."
He set her improvised weapon on the hood of his car and pressed the heel of his hand to his head again. Wincing and laughing, he favored her with a lopsided grin. "Just my luck."
Footsteps approached. The fire chief. He eyed the trophy, but didn't comment. "Blaze is out. Give my guys a few minutes to secure the place and you can check the damages." He squinted at the gaping hole where her front door had been. "No question it was arson, but I'm guessing you suspected that."
Alyssa's stomach heaved. Not again. What if this had happened during business hours? People could have been hurt.
Whoever was targeting her was growing bolder and putting the people around her in danger.
County sheriff cars rolled into the lot, sirens silenced, but blue and red lights flashing. The Cove's department was so small they didn't have officers on duty in the evenings. The county sheriff's department covered calls after the PD closed.
Rollo gave her a hearty hug. "I'm going to get these guys up to speed." He headed over to greet the newcomers.
The fire chief wandered back to the engines. She sank down on the curb and tucked her hands between her legs, watching the firefighters moving in and out of the building, lengths of hose over their shoulders. Water poured out of the doorway.
Her lower lip trembled. Besides the fire itself, and smoke, there'd be water damage to contend with. How long would she be shut down? Months, certainly. What about her staff? They all just lost their jobs.
Sick at the thought of having to break the news to her wonderful crew, she put her head down on her knees and cried.
Rollo sank down next to her. "Hey. Hey now. It's going to be okay."
She snuffled, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. "No, it's not."
He groaned, covering his face with his hands. "No, you're right. It's not. My bad."
"Bad?" A rusty laugh forced itself from her throat. "Without you...."
She'd be dead. She couldn't make her mouth form the words.
He said nothing for a long time. "I know. I'm trying not to think about that."
"Why'd you show up, anyway? Did you see something around the front?"
"Wish I had. I was just cruising the neighborhood, and I saw the glow through the windows." He shuddered hard. "I'm glad I checked around back."
He brushed a knuckle over her cheek. "Thank the Lord I found you."
The aching tone hit her straight in the heart. He's only doing his job, she told herself sternly. He'd be upset to lose any civilian on his watch.
He didn't do anything specific, but Alyssa got the message that he was antsy to get back to investigating. "Go."
She waved him toward the sheriff's deputies, who were interviewing the firefighters.
"You sure?"
"I'm good."
"I'll be right back."
He jogged off toward the group.
The bustle in and out of the diner had subsided. She supposed she should check out the damage, but she didn't have the strength. Rollo would take her in once he was done conferring with his colleagues.
In the meantime, she lifted a prayer of thanks. No one had been hurt. The only damage was to property—and the livelihood of her and her employees. Things that could be remedied. All true, but it didn't make looking at her battered diner any easier. Before the tears could start again, she focused on the long list of tasks ahead of her. She'd have to call her employees and the insurance company. Telling Nona could wait until morning, but she'd have to go see her first thing. News spread quickly in a small town.
Planning her tasks didn't take nearly long enough, leaving her way too much time to consider the ugly truth.
Someone was out to destroy her.
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ONCE THE SCENE WAS SECURE, Rollo stepped away from Alyssa so he could initiate the plan he'd been considering since the firetrucks arrived.
She wasn't going to like it.
A quick call to his dad, and the MacKenzies were mobilized. One thing about his family, no matter how fractured their day-to-day relationships might have become, they'd been raised to help.
Less than two minutes later, his dad promised the troops would be on site within the hour. And the other thing would be fine with him, too, if Alyssa agreed.
Rollo figured he had better sit on that thought for a while, circle around it rather than hit her square in the face. He explored the lump on the side of his head, smiling, despite the awful events of the past hour. The woman had spunk. She'd get through this.
One of the fire captains waved at Rollo. "Scene's secure, chief. We're ready for you."
He hung up with his father and held his hand out to Alyssa.
Walking her through the destruction was gut-wrenching. If he'd had his way, Rollo would have wanted her to wait, but he understood she needed to process this and make plans.
The diner wasn't a complete write-off. The perp had started the fire in the kitchen, turning on the burners, piling paper napkins on top of the commercial stove, then dousing the mess with cooking oil. Whether brains or luck, it had been a smart move. The stove was the only surface in the place that wasn't heavily sprinklered. It gave the blaze a chance to get rolling before the sprinklers kicked on.
The dining room itself would be fine once the smoke and water damage were repaired. But the place wouldn't be useable for months.
By the time they got back outside, night had fallen. Streetlights glowed from within their wrappings of fog.
"Do you have somewhere to stay?" he asked.
She rested her chin on her hand. "I can't put anyone else at risk."
"I figured. I've got a plan." He opened his mouth to pitch his idea, but it was too late. Dante's massive four by four lurched into the parking lot, followed by Teo's surfer van.
His brothers leapt out of their vehicles as if they'd choreographed the moves. Both tall and rangy, with broad shoulders and dark hair, Dante's longer and wild, Teo's short and messy. His middle brothers could have been twins.
"Enzo's on assignment," Dante said by way of greeting.
"I missed you, too," Rollo said.
This was the first he'd seen of his next-younger bro since practically forever. Though the last time they'd spoken, there were more fists involved than words. Leave it to the brooding Dante to ignore the situation.
Teo rolled his eyes, then nodded at Alyssa. "You okay?"
She put a hand to her head. "So far."
"Good deal." He shot her a crooked grin.
Rollo didn't much like that. Teo smiled like that at every woman, young, old, breathing. The dude loved women. All of them.
Alyssa eyed the three of them, a dazed look on her face.
Ignoring their byplay, Dante began hauling sheets of plywood from the back of his truck. "Grab the toolbox," he ordered when Rollo strolled over.
His brother might be hard to live with, but the guy was smart and talented with his hands. He'd brought enough plywood and nails to secure the broken doors on the front and back of the diner. Hard to find fault with that.
By the time they finished, the fire trucks had left. The sheriff's cars, too. Alyssa was sitting in her car, staring blankly out the windshield. He had to get her somewhere warm and dry. Let her try to sleep off the initial shock.
Rollo offered Dante back his spare work gloves. "Much appreciated."
His brother grunted and reached for the gloves, but his refusal to actually form words stuck in Rollo's craw. He held onto the gloves, forcing Dante into a tug-of-war.
He pinned Dante with a hard look. "Wren's been asking about you. How about Sunday dinner this week?"
Dante pulled the gloves out of his grasp. "Doubtful." He lowered a shoulder and passed Rollo, catching Rollo's arm on the way by.
Rollo rubbed his shoulder as Dante peeled out of the parking lot. He should have known better than to back his brother into a corner.
"He's actually pretty cool once you get to know him," Teo said to Alyssa.
Rollo watched the truck disappear around the corner. "No, he's not."
Teo shoved his hands into the pockets of his worn jeans. "Anyway." He drew the word out in that surfer-tone of his. "I'll be there on Sunday. Gotta see my little surfing buddy."
Rollo smiled. "That would be great. Viv and Emmie are keeping her busy, but she misses you."
Teo's dark eyes lit up. He'd always had a special bond with Wren. Rollo cherished that about his other middle bro. Where Dante was dark and mercurial, Teo was calm and cool and sunny. Troubles seemed to roll off him like water off a duck's back.
Hence the long parade of girlfriends. Teo lived for the moment. Having married a woman of similar personality, Rollo knew just how attractive that energy could be.
Attractive, but ultimately hard to live with.
Teo glanced at his watch and waved. "Gotta run. See you Sunday, dude."
Alyssa shivered, teeth chattering. "Let's get you out of here," he said.
Tell her the plan. Tell her.
But he hadn't considered all the angles yet. She'd refuse, at first. He knew her well enough to be certain of that. So how could he work this so she had no option?
She started toward her car, then turned on her heel, eyes wide with confusion... and pain. "I don't have anywhere to go. I don't even have a cell phone." Purse hanging limply from one shoulder, she clasped her hands in front of her. "This maniac will try again, won't he?"
He clenched his hands. The threatening note made it seem like this was about her property. He hadn't counted on the arsonist upping the ante.
She could have died. The words echoed through his brain, sending his pulse skyrocketing.
"I think so," he admitted, though it made him sick to his stomach.
"Then there's nowhere for me to stay. I won't endanger any of my friends." She beat. "I can stay in a motel."
"Not gonna happen." He beat. "I want you somewhere safe. Somewhere I can keep an eye on you."
It took a moment for his words to sink in. When they did, she stumbled backwards, a look of horror on her face. "I'm not staying with you."
"It's our only option."
"Not. Gonna. Happen." She mimicked him.
He rubbed a hand over his chin. Stubble caught at his palm. "Fine. I'll put you in protective custody."
"No, you won't."
"Try me."
Her mouth dropped open. "You're serious."
"You bet."
"But you and Wren are staying with your father."
"Another selling point. You get Special Ops and a retired detective."
She spun on her heel, striding back toward her little SUV. "Are you crazy?" she asked over her shoulder. "I can't stay with your father."
"Look, I know he's a crabby old guy, but inside he's—"
"He hates me."
"And you know that how?"
"Because I'm a somewhat normal human being."
"He doesn't blame you."
She pressed a fist to her heart. "I do."
"That's kinda your problem."
Harsh, but true. He expected a snippy response, but the fight seemed to have gone out of her.
"You asked him, right? Tell me you asked him."
"It was his idea."
"Really?"
With those big eyes, she looked like a lost little girl. He wasn't fooled.
The woman had a quick mind and nerves of steel. But even independent people had a breaking point. He sensed hers was close to the surface.
"I'll lock up your car. We'll pick it up tomorrow. I think it's best if you aren't seen driving around alone until we catch this guy."
"Good point." She rubbed her eyes. "I'd like to stop at the ranch and pick up a few things."
"Absolutely." He waved her over to the squad car. "Come on. There's chili, and if I know my daughter, cookies and hot chocolate. She's going to love having you around." He closed her door and headed over to secure her vehicle.
He was, too. The thought jolted him.
How could he have known that Viv's high school friend would grow into a fascinating woman?
Getting this perp was at the top of his list, would be even if Alyssa wasn't the victim. Still, arresting the criminal disturbed enough to torment a woman as kind and sweet as Alyssa—a woman who'd already suffered so much loss—raised the stakes to a whole new level.
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BY THE TIME they drove from her new property on the south end of the coast back across town to the northern limits of MacKenzie Cove, Alyssa had a hole in her stomach the size of a walk-in freezer.
What had she been thinking, agreeing to stay at the MacKenzie ranch?
Sure, Chip had been nothing but gracious and kind in public since the accident, but they'd never had what anyone could consider a real chat. He ate at the Fisherman regularly, and they nodded to each other at church. End of story.
A start, for sure, but it had taken her until last year before she could look him in the eye. Now she'd be sleeping under his roof....
When Rollo braked for the four-way stop at the end of Ocean Street, her fingers inched toward the buckle on her seatbelt.
He arched a dark brow. "Don't even think about it."
She wasn't, really. The movement was nothing but a reflex. Wishful thinking. As if there was anywhere to run.
The intersection was deserted, but instead of hitting the accelerator, he wrapped his hands over the top of the steering wheel and turned to face her. "I know this is going to be hard, but I don't see another option."
"I could go away, lie low in a big city until you give me the word."
He stared in disbelief.
"I know," she muttered.
She'd need to be available to handle things at the diner and the ranch. Besides, she couldn't abandon Nona. Tears welled up so quickly they slid down her cheeks before she had a chance to stop them.
She swiped at her cheeks. "I'm doing it again. Sorry."
"Don't be. I'd rather see you reacting." He accelerated gently. "I've seen too many soldiers lock away their feelings. It never ends well."
She could only imagine. JJ had drowned his feelings, and look where that led.
She sucked in a shuddery breath. "That's good advice."
His mouth softened into a sheepish grin. "Viv deserves all the credit. She's educating me, slowly but surely. Not that I'm much of a student."
The mention of her oldest friend made the tears threaten again, but she blinked them away. Blinked away any thoughts of Viv, too. She was minutes away from facing down the man her husband had made a widower.
One thing at a time.
Traffic was light this late in the evening, just a few other vehicles cruising up and down the highway. All too soon, Rollo made the turn onto the long road that dead ended at MacKenzies' large home. Like hers, it perched atop a bluff overlooking miles of inaccessible coastline. Unlike hers, it was a grand old place, large enough to house Rollo and all his siblings, yet homey and welcoming. Not to her, though. Never again. The ache in her stomach kicked up another notch.
Rollo's warm hand covered hers. "It'll be okay. Trust me."
She had no idea why, but she did. Whatever Rollo thought of JJ, or the Archer family, he was a kind man. He truly believed his father willingly offered her a place to stay.
But what if his take on the situation didn't match reality?
Light glowed in the downstairs windows, lending the big house a cozy, comforting air. Built at least a hundred years ago, the home had been added onto until it was at least triple its original size. As an elementary-aged kid, she had been awed by the home's sheer size. She grew up in a two bedroom, one bath fisherman's cottage in the middle of town. Of course, her tiny family—just her and her mother and Nona—didn't need anything more.
The MacKenzie place had seemed larger than life, just like the boisterous family who inhabited it. She often imagined them as Hollywood stars, their lives the stuff of sweet-natured sitcoms.
And Tina Baez MacKenzie had been the center of it all. Mrs. M had a career every bit as exciting as her husband's. At least, that's what all the girls in their elementary school had thought. A nuclear scientist with a real Ph.D., Rollo's mother was one of those women who were good at everything they did. She had style, grace, and brains. And a husband and children who worshipped her.
Until JJ destroyed it all.
Nausea simmered right on the edge of her awareness. She took small sips of air, but the feeling continued until Rollo parked beneath the bright light at the peak of the white two-story garage.
While she exited the car, Rollo grabbed her luggage from the back. Before he finished, the front door swung open. Light spilled out onto the wide porch, silhouetting Chip MacKenzie as he limped toward them, leaning heavily on his cane.
"Welcome," he called out.
She tried to turn her lips up in a smile, but her face was frozen.
"Thank you," she said stiffly.
Chip held out a hand for one of her bags. Rollo resisted, so Chip yanked her overnight case out of his son's hand before turning back to the house. "Come on in. Chili's hot."
Rollo shot her a look she couldn't decipher and led her inside.
Inside. She hadn't been in this house since.... The calculation was too painful to complete.
Six years hadn't changed much. Same tasteful-but-homey furnishings. Same air of comfort and family. All those years as Vivianne's friend, tagging along to family outings and sharing the table at family dinners, even sharing the teasing that came along with having four high-spirited brothers, had given her a taste of what she wanted in her own, lonely, only child life.
The instant JJ slammed into Mrs. M's sedan, she lost that, too.
So very much taken from so many.
A wave of grief threatened to take her feet out from under her. She pretended she was barefoot in the surf and dug in her toes, keeping the floor under her feet.
Wren MacKenzie bounded into the room, exuding adolescent energy. "Hi, Alyssa. Grandpa told me what happened. Are you okay?"
Alyssa held her hands up, waggling her fingers. "I'm fine. Nothing damaged except the diner."
"I'm so sorry. I'm not very good with tools, but if you need any help, I can sweep and mop and stuff."
The girl's kind offer threatened to set off another round of tears. The fierce pride on Rollo's face as he watched his daughter only added to the swell of emotion. Alyssa had to bite her lower lip to keep it from trembling while she wrestled her feelings back into place.
"That's sweet of you," she answered finally. "I imagine the insurance company'll take care of the cleanup. Besides, it's the last of your summer vacation. You should be out having fun."
The light went out of Wren's eyes.
Alyssa had no idea why, but she'd clearly said exactly the wrong thing. Landmine number one.
" I could use an extra hand once they get the dangerous stuff cleared out," she amended quickly. "And who knows? After I get the diner up and running again, I'm sure I'll be hiring a new hostess, or someone to bus tables, if you're interested."
The girl's face lit up again. "For sure."
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a movement from Rollo, and winced inwardly. Overstepping. She was definitely overstepping.
"If your dad says it's okay, I mean." She added the words quickly.
Rollo's deep voice held none of the soothing sympathy he exhibited in the car. "We'll see."
She wanted to slap herself in the forehead. He'd only dragged her to his house to protect her. He wouldn't want Wren spending too much time around her, someone so close to his mother's death. Someone aligned, even distantly, with the Archers.
"Come and get it while it's hot," Chip hollered from the kitchen.
Wren waved her into the warm kitchen and took a seat on Alyssa's right. While she and Rollo dug into the food, Chip and Wren questioned her about the attack and the fire.
The chili was excellent, rich, and spicy, just the way she liked it, but Alyssa had a hard time choking down more than a few bites.
Wren put a delicate hand atop Alyssa's. She smiled at the lime green nails, each marked with an arching rainbow. Lines of print, each done in a different color of ink, covered the back of the girl's hand, flowing along the fine bones radiating up from the girl's wrist.
She leaned closer, until she could read the faded messages, written with those sweet, round flourishes she and her own friends affected back in the day.
Don't forget to be awesome. Be Brave. Be Bold.
Wren pulled her hand away before she could read the rest. "From my friends at church. In Washington, I mean."
Ah. That explained the sad little smile.
Wren folded her hands in her lap. "It'll be okay. Dad'll find this weirdo. Don't worry about that."
Wren's unshakable belief in her father was awe-inspiring.
Apparently, Rollo thought so, too. He literally beamed at his daughter, the intensity of his love on full display.
Her mother had loved her like that. Just not long enough. Whatever the Lord had planned for her in the future, she prayed every night it would include children to love. Witnessing Rollo and Wren only made the desire more fierce.
She glanced at Chip. He sat back in his chair, one hand draped over the top of his cane. His jaw was slack, his eyes droopy. The man looked exhausted. She threw Rollo a concerned look.
He shrugged, almost imperceptibly.
Wren jumped up from the table. "I'll clean up."
Rollo handed over his bowl, eyes still on his father. "Thanks, Button." He raised his arms overhead and yawned stiffly. "I'm about ready to turn in. How about we get your set up for the night?" he asked Alyssa.
Chip rallied a little. "Good deal. I think I'll head on to bed, too." He rose slowly and shuffled toward the stairs, the hitch in his gait more pronounced than it had been less than an hour ago.
When he reached the doorway, he eyed Alyssa kindly. "You're welcome to stay as long as you need. You're safe here. I might not be as good a shot as Mr. Hotshot Delta Force Commando here, but I keep my skills up."
A lump welled up, blocking her throat, but she swallowed hard, determined to get the words out. "Thank you. Your hospitality is more than I deserve."
Chip chopped a hand through the air, cutting her off. "You're not responsible for your husband's actions. End of discussion. You can set that guilt down right this minute. You hear?"
Mouth open, she could only nod.
"Good." He rapped his cane on the hardwood floor. "No more of that. Besides, I'm not so sure it was the Archer boy's fault."
Her eyes flew to Rollo. He looked as shocked as she felt.
"There's something I've been chewing on," Chips continued. "Not ready to talk about it yet, but you two'll be the first to know. G'night."
Without waiting for a response, he clomped off toward the stairs.
While Chip's uneven steps faded away, Alyssa and Rollo stared at each other from across the table.
Mindful of Wren, she raised her eyebrows in a silent question. Rollo shook his head.
"Maybe Grandpa meant your husband was too drunk to know what he was doing," Wren said. When she realized she'd spoken out loud, she clapped her hands over her mouth, clearly mortified.
Alyssa caught her eye and smiled gently. "No worries. I was thinking the same thing."
She hoped that was what the former detective meant, because if not, Chip MacKenzie was slipping into senility far too young.
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WHEN THE ALARM jolted him awake at o-dark-thirty, Rollo could have sworn he'd just fallen asleep. His eyes felt like they were full of sand, but finally, after hours of tossing and turning, a solution occurred to him. It wasn't exactly legal, or probably even advisable, but unless another plan dropped into his lap, he'd go with it.
He'd spent most of the night chewing over Alyssa's case. Sure, there were a few minutes there—okay, a lot of minutes—when he'd contemplated the beautiful woman sleeping down the hall.
He hadn't dated much after he and Maddie split, and any relationships had been casual, barely even rating a good-night kiss. Not that he'd had the will—or the heart—to look for another partner. He didn't think he was ready even now, but watching Alyssa and Wren with their shining heads together made him yearn for a whole family again.
Not that there was even a second to consider that until he ended this threat to Alyssa.
What if he hadn't stopped by tonight?
Fear kept his mind buzzing as he sifted through the pitiful number of clues they had to go on. Nothing of substance, for sure. "Lord," he prayed at one point, "I need something to spark my investigation to life."
He sat up and pressed the heels of his hands to his dry eyes. The arsonist was obviously an amateur. The blaze at the chicken coop was weak work.
Clearly, it had only been meant to frighten her. But then the guy upped the ante at the diner. Luck helped, too. Rollo sensed the perp had only chosen the stove by accident. If he'd really wanted to torch the place, he would have used an accelerant and multiple ignition points.
So either the arsonist was incompetent or burning down Alyssa's properties wasn't the actual goal.
If the perp wasn't out to burn things down, what did the guy want? After the ranch episode, it seemed obvious he—or she—wanted Alyssa to abandon the property. But now, with the diner involved, Rollo was more confused than anything else.
And he had little in the way of resources to throw at the problem. Even before he joined Delta Force, he'd had practically unlimited resources as an NCIS officer. Whatever he needed in the way of manpower, or intel, he got it.
Now all he had were a pair of detectives, a couple patrol officers, and a handful of out-dated computers. Rosalie was a dynamo of a front desk sergeant, but not even her energy could make up for the resources he used to have.
What he needed was intel, the type of surveillance data his tiny department had no way to access.
His gut screamed that things were only going to escalate from here.
It was closing in on three am when the solution hit him. Knight Tactical. The former SEALs and special ops guys could access traffic cams, bank records, and cell phone logs, all in real time. With a couple swipes of the keyboard, their cyber-experts could identify a suspect's vehicle, tell Rollo where the guy last bought gas, what he ate for dinner, and what he watched on TV.
None of the info would be usable in court, but who cared? They could worry about building a legitimate case later.
Of course, his dad could never know. Chip MacKenzie played by the rules. Every. Single. One. It was part of the gulf that separated them. While his father dotted every i, he had always leapt ahead, grasping for the answers as he sensed them. Dad trusted procedure. He trusted his gut.
So no one would know what he needed from his friends at the private security firm.
A few hours of sleep didn't change his mind. He sat up, pressing the heels of his hands to his dry eyes. As soon as they finished out at Alyssa's property, he'd call his buddy Christian.
Knowing he'd soon have access to the kinds of info that would help ID Alyssa's attacker gave him a jolt of energy. But as he was shrugging back into his only uniform shirt, he froze. What had his father been referencing last night with that weird comment about Mom's death?
After the accident, there'd been a thorough investigation. Being in the Pentagon, he'd gotten access to the full report. The former police chief did an excellent job, more thorough than he needed to be, given the overwhelming evidence that JJ Archer had been blind drunk when he broadsided his mother's car, sending both of them over the cliff.
What could Dad mean, he was looking into things?
He eyed himself in the mirror over the dresser, running a hand over the stubble on his chin. Probably just a couple stray bits of code floating around the old man's muddled brain. As far as he understood, brains were like huge super computers. Circuits quit. Wires shorted out.
His father had been a detective for almost thirty years. That was a lot of car wrecks and murders and robberies to work. Would it be so strange to think that in his ongoing grief, and after a significant stroke, the man had a few things mixed up?
Most likely, Dad wouldn't even remember what he said last night. That would be the end of it. Right?
Leaving the thoughts, he headed for the bathroom to make himself presentable before heading downstairs.
Light blazed from the kitchen, along with the joyful sound of pots and pans and lively conversation. Not something he'd heard in this house for years.
At least not without Viv or Emmie around.
It was like the place had come back to life.
His dad smirked at him from the head of the breakfast table. "Yo, sleepyhead."
Rollo glanced at the clock over the stove. By his measure, he was still plenty early to savor a cup of coffee before they headed out.
Alyssa turned from the stove, pan in hand. The sight of her took his breath away. Her long blonde hair shone under the lights, healthy and thick, but it was her smile that made his breath catch. She looked happy. Or at least not so afraid. Her face had lost some of that haunted quality. Not all, but it was a start.
How hard it must be to live like that, worried that others might lash out at any moment. Like dying a thousand deaths, only she wasn't a coward. Far from it.
"Scrambled eggs?" she asked in a shy voice.
"Absolutely." He poured himself some coffee and topped up his father's cup. "Alyssa and I are heading out in a few minutes," he said.
"She told me." Dad tipped his head toward Alyssa. "I'll ride along, if you don't mind."
It clearly wasn't a question. Rollo stirred a spoonful of sugar into his coffee, wondering how to refuse.
He wasn't up for his father's snarky sense of humor, especially in front of civilians. He'd have enough to overcome in his new position. On paper, he was more than qualified to run the minuscule department. He had the law enforcement background and the administrative skills. Still, there'd always be people opposed to a MacKenzie running the MacKenzie Cove department.
He understood. Plenty of folks would think he sailed into the position because of his family connections. Little did they know it had been the complete opposite. Being a MacKenzie had almost lost him the job. The town council had long since swept out the old-guard families, except for the Archers. They clung to power like an ancient British dynasty, willing to do whatever it took to maintain their hold on the community.
At least that was his opinion.
So having the legendary Chip Mac following him around like an unpaid supervisor would look stupid. He slugged down half his coffee. He could outright refuse to take him, but that seemed harsh. And it wouldn't help their touchy relationship any.
He considered the problem while he ate Alyssa's delicious eggs, but came up blank.
"I'll get my jacket," Dad said as soon as Rollo took his last bite. "I need a head-start these days."
Alyssa swooped in to clear the plates. Her vanilla scent settled over him, bringing a sliver of calm, and a little perspective.
Except when he talked to Wren, his father hadn't looked that excited about anything. A ding to his self-esteem would be a small price to pay. He cringed inwardly, embarrassed at his own selfishness.
For the first time, he realized Dad was lonely. And bored. Whatever that weird comment was about Mom, things were worse than Rollo figured. The least he could do was help his father re-engage with life.
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A SLIVER of golden sunlight peaked over the rim of the mountains to the east as Rollo steered his squad car up Alyssa's dirt road, his father and Alyssa in the back seat.
Her contractor's drilling rig had already pulled up next to her well. Coffee in hand, three good-sized guys in stained overalls conferred next to the oversized truck. The scent of diesel smoke, raw and unrefined, hung heavy in the still air, transporting Rollo straight back to Camp Eggers.
The Central California Coast bore no resemblance to Kabul, but smell was a powerful reminder of countless pre-dawn missions, he and his team assembling in the dry, frigid air to get final updates before boarding the waiting helos.
Along with the memories came the feels, that low-level anxiety that pumped up his heart, sharpening all his senses. He rolled his shoulders, wondering if the visceral response to the memories would ever fade. Maybe they shouldn't, especially with Alyssa to protect.
Seeing that he and Alyssa had gotten out of the vehicle, her contractor, Clark, waved them over.
Now that the vistas weren't shrouded in fog, Rollo understood what Alyssa saw in the property. The coastal mountains to the east shone like buffed gold, their tan slopes covered in fawn-colored dried grasses dotted with stands of scrub oak in dark green. But the land beneath them, the shorter, rolling hills that spilled straight into the Pacific, were green. Darker than the tender green of spring, but shining with vibrant life. The ocean shone. There was no other word to describe the deep blue glow that made his heart swell with longing.
Yeah, she'd bought a jewel of a place.
Head down, his father headed straight for the drilling rig. His rolling gait reminded Rollo of an old-time pirate fresh off his ship. Not that he'd voice that thought around Dad.
By the time Rollo and Alyssa caught up, his father was already poking around the well site. "Sounds like you're planning to re-drill it," he said to the contractor.
Clark took a pull from his mug and wiped his mouth before responding. "Should be a simple job. Water table's been shrinking. Lots of folks on the south side of the ravine have needed to have their wells re-drilled."
His father ran a hand through his silver hair. "Ah. Too bad." He smiled sympathetically at Alyssa. "We've been lucky out on the north end of town. Haven't needed re-drilling once. Could be one time'll be the charm for you."
"That's what we're hoping. Excuse me." Clark stepped away and gave the signal for his guys to position the drill.
Vast engines whined, making conversation impossible. Alyssa spread her feet, as if bracing herself against a heavy breeze, and folded her arms over her chest. Rollo wanted to hug her, to tell her things would work out, but he knew better. Even a quick re-drill would cost an eye-watering sum. She had to be worrying about the bill. And the diner. And her mystery arsonist.
That he could help with. She'd be safe until he had the perp behind bars. He'd protected high-value targets in way worse situations.
Once the tip of the drill was lowered into the wellhead, Clark switched on the machine. The engines revved, making the earth beneath them tremble.
An hour later, Clark stalked over to the pump and cut the power, then he and his crew gathered around their monitoring instruments. When he came toward the three of them, Rollo could tell by his face he didn't have good news.
"Flow's no good," he said. "I could keep going, but I can't guarantee this'll work. I hate to eat up your budget." He wiped his greasy hands on a rag. "I guess this isn't gonna be a simple fix. Sorry, hon." He pointed inland. "I think we should find a new site. Get closer to the underground springs coming down from the mountains."
Alyssa's gaze went straight to Rollo's face.
Oh, man. She didn't have anybody to consult with. Her first house, and she had to make all these decisions on her own. He knew that special brand of loneliness. With Wren, he felt like he'd been running blind for a long time.
He looked from his father to Clark. Both men were nodding faintly. "Sounds reasonable."
His dad did an awkward three-sixty, then snapped his fingers. "What about the old well site?"
Rollo and Alyssa exchanged a shrug. Clark didn't seem to know what his dad meant, either.
Dad gave him side-eye. "Don't tell me you never brought girls out here. We all did."
Actually, he hadn't. Yeah, he'd been on the football team, but he'd been too busy studying and holding down a job at his uncle's bait shop to do any serious dating. Once he made his mind up to join the army in junior year, that's all he could think about.
His dad rocked back on his heels now, a lopsided grin on his face. "You mean I'm the only one?"
"Dad, that was a long time ago." Like more than half a century. Not that he was stupid enough to point that out.
His dad gestured at the sagging structures. "Not like a lot has changed." He jabbed a finger at the low hill on the inland side of the main house. "Used to be right over there. It was boarded up in my time, too. "
Clark didn't hesitate. "Let's check it out."
Dad's memory proved correct. Low wood rails sketched out a square in the swell between two hillocks. The structure was on the far side of the hill, out of sight from the buildings. Clark jogged down the hill and bent to pull off the warped boards covering the hole. Metal screeched as he pried back the plywood doors.
He whistled. "Oh, yeah. This is what I'm talking about." He sank down on the planks lining the hole and stuck his head close to the black opening. "I can't see the bottom. Things nice and wide, though. They drilled 'em bigger back in the day. It might be almost deep enough. It would save a lot of drilling."
The hopeful look returned to Alyssa's face.
Clark waggled his fingers behind him. "Anybody got a flashlight?"
Rollo headed for his squad car. "On it," he said, and broke into a jog.
He returned with two powerful police-issue lights.
The contractor snagged one and switched it on. His hand sent pebbles tumbling down the hole. Then he gasped and pulled back. His tan face drained of color.
"Chief, you better have a look. I think there's a body down there."
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A BODY. In her well.
The next few hours only compounded the nightmare Alyssa's life had become.
The half-buried bones Clark spotted were indeed a body. Bones, actually, but once the recovery team from the county sheriff's department raised the remains, the medical examiner quickly determined it had been a woman.
Stomach heaving, Alyssa turned away from the pitiful pile beneath the plastic sheet.
Rollo edged her away from the well. "Let me take you back to our place," he insisted. "Dad'll stay with you. There's nothing you can do here."
She looked over to where Chip stood, conferring with the examiner, the two of them peering under the sheet. Rollo's father looked sharp. Engaged. She couldn't bear to tear him away from something so important. The man had decades of law enforcement experience. He'd be an asset to the investigation.
She squeezed Rollo's arm, hoping to convey a sense of strength. "I'm all right."
Concern darkened his eyes from dark brown to almost black. "Liar."
"Your dad could be of help. How about I hang out in the house? I've got a million things to do."
He stared at the house, then the glut of emergency vehicles filling her parking area.
"Every cop car in the county is here," she pointed out. "No one's going to touch me."
"Fine." His tone told her just how much he hated giving in. "Just let me clear the house and the outbuildings first."
"Deal."
He held up a finger. "Just have to make a quick call first."
She moved away, heading downslope until she figured she was out of earshot, and stared out over the shimmering Pacific, praying for the poor soul who'd spent who knew how long forgotten at the bottom of that well.
Whoever Rollo called, he was done almost instantly. When she made to follow him to the house, he held up a hand. "Hang back. Let me make sure you don't have any uninvited guests first."
Of course.
He slipped his gun out of his holster and headed inside. The sight only reminded her that the threats against her were real. Just like the body in the well. But were the two connected?
How could they be? She shook off the thought. She'd only offered to buy the place four months ago. No one could have known she'd be moving in before then.
This had to be a coincidence. A sad, disturbing coincidence.
She thought about the surrounding area. The old well was closer to the back side of the property. The hill between the house and the well blocked the ocean views, and there wasn't any other construction out there. That's why she'd never even walked that part of the property. Nothing there to see. The spot was a long way from the flatter land around the main house and barn, too. She couldn't imagine why partiers would have chosen that spot to hang out.
Because they probably didn't. The chances that the victim wandered over there and fell down the shaft were remote. More like fantasy.
It didn't take long for Rollo to step out front and wave her inside. "House is clear. Promise you'll stay inside until I come back?"
She wanted to refuse, if only to push back against the stifling sense that her life was no longer her own, but she knew better. He had her best interests at heart. Besides, the man was a trained special ops fighter. He had a much better sense of how to keep people safe than she did.
"Absolutely," she agreed. "Rollo? Do you think it's possible that person fell into the well by accident?"
He took his time holstering his weapon. "No," he answered finally. "I'd like to believe that, but the coverings have been in place for years, and the shaft's not exactly huge. It would have been hard for someone to fall in accidentally."
"Too hard," she added. "I was just thinking." Hoping, really, though she was ashamed to admit it.
"No harm in wondering. I hoped that, too, for a minute." He moved away from the door. "We won't be too long now. Another hour, I'm guessing."
"Thanks." She shut the door behind him and turned around to face the mess of boxes that currently made up her life.
At least with the diner closed, she'd have time to do a proper move in, once they caught her tormentor, anyway.
She reached for the closest box and stared arranging books in the cases built into the wall of the living room. Books had always made her feel at home. Nona and her mother were big readers, and they passed that love of the imaginary on to her.
Fitting that they'd be the first thing she unpacked.
A soft knock on the door startled her, scattering her dark thoughts.
"Allie? Are you in there?"
The voice, and the all-but-forgotten nickname, squeezed her heart. What was Viv MacKenzie doing way out here?
Torn between racing for the door and escaping out the back, she froze, a million thoughts crowding her brain.
The door opened slowly, and Viv's pretty face poked through the crack. She locked eyes with Alyssa. "Okay if I come in?"
Alyssa squeezed the book in her hand. Whatever Viv wanted, she was already at the breaking point. She skittered two steps backwards. "Of course."
Her former bestie slipped inside and shut the door quietly behind her. She'd seen Viv at church, of course, and out and about in town, from time to time, but they'd stayed apart by mutual agreement, or so she chose to imagine. They hadn't spoken in six years now, not since that horrible day when she'd gone to Viv's house to offer her condolences.
There'd been no shouting. No yelling or calling of names. No swearing, of course, given that they both tried hard to follow their faith. But there had been a biting silence. A cold wall had slammed down between the two of them, and that had been that.
"Are you okay?" Viv asked from her place by the door.
Concern shone in her dark green eyes. Not anger. Not pity. Just pure empathy.
Alyssa tried for a shrug, but her shoulders wouldn't move. "No," was all she could say.
Viv nodded knowingly. Then she cocked her head. "Rolls didn't tell you he called me, did he?"
Alyssa shook her head.
Viv growled, dislodging a hank of silky hair. She scraped it back behind her ear with an angry gesture that made Alyssa want to grin. Big Brother was in for it later.
"I'm sorry," Viv said. "Really. Rollo's got to stop playing God. You think he'd learn."
Grateful to have a safe topic to explore, she responded eagerly. "You would think."
Viv made a helpless gesture. "In his block-headed way, he figured you might need someone to talk to."
Alyssa raised her arms and let them flop down against her thighs. "I don't know what to say. Someone started a fire in the chicken coop, then they tried to burn down the diner, and now there's a body in my well. Good times."
"Yeouza. Welcome Home, huh?"
"Yeah." She waved Viv inside. "Come in. Sit down."
Viv hesitated. "You sure? I know you weren't prepared for me to show up."
Warmth flooded Alyssa at Viv's eagerness to make her comfortable. "And you weren't prepared for me not to be prepared."
Viv laughed at that. The sound thawed a huge chunk of ice off Alyssa's heart.
"That's putting it mildly." Viv stepped farther into the room, her movements small, as if Alyssa were a frightened animal she didn't want to startle. She sank down on the only chair, leaving the sofa for Alyssa. "Tell me what you're thinking."
"About the woman in my well, or the past six years?" She couldn't help the snark in her voice.
"Either."
She had to give Viv credit. She was a natural-born therapist. Empathy, and the skill to draw people out, were her super powers. Always had been.
Alyssa felt her resistance slipping.
But she had to hold out until she was certain Viv didn't have ulterior motives. The years since the accident had taught Alyssa caution. Some people wanted her to confide in them so they could bash her over the head with her own words. Viv had never done that—none of the MacKenzies had — but she couldn't ignore history.
"Right now, I'm numb. I can't stop thinking about that woman. Was she killed here?" She shuddered.
"Rollo will find out. Having answers'll help."
"I hope so."
The poor soul in her well wasn't the only thing weighing on her. Now that Viv was three feet away, and they were actually alone, she couldn't stand not addressing the chasm between them.
She focused on Viv's bright manicure and took the plunge. "Did information help you cope with the accident? With losing your mother?"
Viv smiled sadly, tears shimmering in her eyes. "Absolutely. It helped a lot."
Alyssa clenched her teeth. She hadn't meant to open old wounds. No, she had, but her intent was to suture them up, not cause Viv more pain. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be." Viv dashed at the tears. "It's okay if I cry. I do it all the time, and yes, knowing the details helped me come to terms with things, including JJ's part in it."
"Really?"
"Absolutely."
Viv flew out of the chair and landed on the couch right next to her. She took Alyssa's hand, tugging until Alyssa looked her in the eye. "I don't blame you. I never blamed you."
Alyssa lost it. The words she'd longed to hear, combined with the obvious sincerity, sent her into a spasm of grief so sharp she could barely breathe. "I never knew that," she said once the tears subsided.
"I'm ashamed of that. I should have told you a long time ago, but I didn't have the courage."
"Neither did I," Alyssa whispered, and leaned into Viv's hug.
There was still a lot to repair. And years of estrangement to get past. But this was a start. A glimmer of how life could be if she survived the maniac trying to burn down her world.
Viv sat up and reached out with a shaking hand to brush the hair out of Alyssa's face. "Rollo will find the guy. He's smart and tenacious, plus, I think he likes you."
"Not so much. "
Viv ignored that. "Maybe we could have coffee sometime."
"I'd like that."
"Me, too."
Viv dashed the last of the tears off her cheeks while Alyssa caught her breath and lifted a quick prayer. Leave it to her Savior to offer a ray of sunshine on such a dark day.
Hands in the pockets of her puffy vest, Viv strolled around the room. "The property's gorgeous. Congratulations."
"Thanks. I've been in love with it for a long time."
"I can see why." Viv stood at the big windows facing the ocean.
The small living room might be outdated, but the view more than made up for the lack of amenities. Miles of coastline stretched from south to north. Fierce monoliths poked up from the depths, each one edged with the frilly white leavings of crashing waves. Alyssa knew she could spend hours just taking in the majesty.
And now that Viv had made the first overture, she could see herself having friends to share it with again. A big swell rolled in, sunlight skittering off the shoulder of the wave. Could happiness really be a thing again for her?
A quick rap on the door scattered her thoughts. She swiped a pair of scissors off the top of the nearest box and curled her fingers around the handles, holding it like a weapon.
Viv noticed. She raised her eyebrows.
"It's me," Rollo called out from the other side of the door.
The tension drained from Alyssa's limbs. She quickly set the scissors back down. "Come on in."
Rollo eased himself through the door. His father followed.
"The body's off to the county morgue. It'll be a couple days before the examiner works up a report, but—"
"We've got a working theory," his father interrupted. He held up a plastic evidence bag and pointed at the bottom corner. "Found a diamond ring. Probably an engagement ring." He proffered another bag holding a scrap of sweater. White, with blue and black stitching around the edge.
Her heart contracted.
Viv gasped and grabbed her hand, squeezing hard as they both stared at the pitiful things.
"Kaitlyn." Viv whispered the name.
Her father nodded grimly. "Too early to say for certain, but that's what we're thinking."
A fist squeezed Alyssa's lungs. Just the name brought a picture instantly to mind. Kaitlyn Rudiger had been a year older than her and Viv, and a year behind Rollo. She disappeared after a beach bonfire celebrating the end of the school year.
Supposedly, she ran away from home, following an older boyfriend on his way to college, though some adults guessed she was pregnant, and her family sent her away. Her parents insisted neither rumor was true, but in the end, it didn't matter. The case went cold quickly. Kaitlyn's parents moved away, and life went on.
Alyssa stared at the swinging bags that held the scraps of the girl's last moments on earth.
Rollo bowed his head. His father followed.
"Dear Father," Rollo prayed, "we commit this woman to your loving care, beseeching you to receive her soul into the mercy of your love." 
The four of them joined in a heartfelt "Amen."
Alyssa avoided looking at the plastic bags in his hand. For once, the comforting words didn't help. They didn't have proof that it was Kaitlyn, but somehow, in her heart, she was certain. That poor girl. All this time, Alyssa imagined her in the big city she professed to love so much, living her best life. Instead, she'd been decades gone.
The tragedy of the situation hurt far more than the fact that Kaitlyn had waited for decades, just over that one tiny hill.
And that quickly, the old grief swamped her. Her lips trembled and her chest heaved, aching with the effort it took not to cry. She knew, better than most, how quickly one's life could shatter.
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SILENCE FILLED the squad car as Rollo drove his father and Alyssa and Viv back to the house. Loss seemed to suck in around them like the fog pouring back in from the horizon.
Everyone stared out their own window, avoiding eye contact. The news about the body had obviously shaken both Alyssa and Viv to the core. Rollo didn't mind admitting it hit him hard, too. On the battlefield, death came suddenly, with a horrific certainty that couldn't be denied, but this was so... agonizing.
The girl was only a distant memory to him, a smiling, energetic young woman. Going places, he would have said, if he'd had to describe her back then. Not that he could have said why. A year behind him and a year ahead of Alyssa and Viv, she didn't run in his circle, as he recalled, though he could barely even put a face to the name after all these years.
He ached for her parents, her siblings, and for all of her classmates. Fear bit him so hard he flinched. Wren was only a few years younger than the poor thing in that well. He clenched the wheel until his knuckles ached, not wanting to give in to the terror.
His father exhaled loudly, his attention fixed on the gnarled cypress trees lining the road. "These are the hard ones."
"Yeah," Rollo replied, biting off the word as quickly as he could.
Most of his NCIS work had involved chasing domestic spies and tracking down corrupt officers. Sure, murder was involved. Lots of times. But not children. Not high schoolers primping for a date or sighing over a first kiss.
Not a girl his sister knew. A girl Wren might know if she were decades older.
He shot his father a quick glance. His dad was waiting for it, an unaccustomed sympathy cutting lines around the good side of his mouth.
Dad went through this.
The thought smashed him straight in the forehead. The old man worked every murder and disappearance on the Central Coast for decades. Kaitlyn Rudiger disappeared while he was in the middle of his career. His father had come through the door every night to his wife and children, carrying this same terror inside him.
The courage that must have taken.
He cleared his throat and stared out at the mist wrapping the trees in smoky white fingers. The realization humbled him. Dad had coped the only way he knew how. He nudged and urged and sometimes flat-out ordered his children to excel, to strive harder than everyone else. He must have figured that drive would save them.
Maybe it did.
No one should die like that. He pictured the pitiful plastic bags with their ragged pieces of her life. All he could do now was find her killer.
Restoring justice would have to be enough.
As if he heard Rollo's thoughts, his father thumped his cane on the floorboard. "We'll get him. We have to."
He didn't need to say the rest. Neither he nor Rollo could live with themselves if they didn't bring her justice.
Seized with the need to act, Rollo stepped on the gas. The sooner they dug into the details, the sooner the poor girl in the well could rest.
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THE MINUTE ROLLO opened the door to the house, the scents of pasta sauce and melting cheese wrapped him in a comforting hug. Dinner smelled fantastic. Viv must have texted Emmie, because his baby sister was busy in the kitchen when the bunch of them rolled up. From the explosion of pots and pans and ingredients covering every lateral surface, she'd obviously been working for a while.
Wren had an apron around her slender form, its front just as dirtied as her aunt's.
As if she could read his mind, she flew into his arms. "Hi, Daddy."
He held her tight, burying his nose in her hair. Bubble gum and floral perfume. Halfway between childhood and adult life. If that didn't epitomize a teenage girl.... His throat closed up, and he had to swallow a hard lump. What had that poor girl in the well smelled like?
Sensing his tension, Wren pulled out of his hold. "Dad, are you okay?"
He patted her cheek and tried to grin. "All good, Button." He sniffed the air. "Just hungry. Tell me your aunt did most of the cooking?"
She rolled her eyes at his joke. "You wish."
"Is it true?" Emmie asked. "Was it that girl from high school?"
"Too soon to say for sure," Dad said, "but it looks like it."
Emmie made a face. "How sad." She threw Alyssa a sympathetic look. "I'm so sorry. How awful. I hope it doesn't ruin your new house for you."
Alyssa looked relieved, and sad, for sure. "I hope not, too."
Viv and Wren and Emmie carried the conversation throughout the meal, trying to buoy Alyssa's spirits.
They were done with dinner when Alyssa brought up the arsonist. "Is it possible these things are connected?"
Rollo considered downplaying his concerns. He didn't want to add to her burdens, but if he was going to keep her safe, she had to know. "I think so." He shared a look with his father, who nodded ever so slightly. "It's my guess whoever left you that note wanted to scare you off so we wouldn't find the body."
She set down her fork. "I was thinking the same thing. But what about the diner?"
"No idea. Maybe once he realized you weren't going to be scared away, the guy was trying to throw us off-track."
Wren snapped her fingers. "Like a diversion. He doesn't want you to know he's really trying to keep the body hidden, so he pretends he's after Alyssa. That's how the bad guys on TV do it."
Rollo flashed back to the heat of that fire, and Alyssa shut up in her office. There was nothing pretend about that blaze. But he wouldn't scare his daughter. "That's a good point." And it was. Wren was sharp for her age. Maybe too sharp.
Viv shot him a knowing look. "No kidding. This guy's either completely disconnected from reality, or he's so focused on his goal he doesn't care who he hurts."
Alyssa hugged herself, shivering though the room was far from cool. Rollo clenched his hands. He wanted so badly to comfort her, but they were hardly alone, and she hadn't given him any sign that his sympathy would be welcome.
"He's a nut job." His father announced. He turned a sharp eye on Vivianne. "What do you think, Dr. MacKenzie?"
Though nowadays Viv specialized in working with teenagers, many of whom were in the foster care system, she had years of forensic experience, and often consulted with the county Sheriff's office on particularly tough cases.
Viv watched Alyssa while she answered. "Not enough information to make a determination yet, but I think it's a good possibility the perp wanted to muddy the waters. After his first attempt didn't scare you off, he must have been terrified. Frightened people do stupid things."
An excellent point.
"Maybe that's why I had so much trouble closing the deal?" Alyssa wondered out loud.
"I agree." He'd been considering that angle for a long time. The only person he could think of that might cause that much trouble was Bucky. Who else would have access to her financial records, the property inspections, and things like that? A well-regarded realtor could cause all kinds of trouble.
But why Bucky? He strained to recall much about the social situation back in high school. Football and getting into the army had been his focus. Gossip and status hadn't meant a thing to him back then, even less so now.
Maybe Viv and Alyssa recalled more. "What do you two remember about Kaitlyn?" he asked.
They shared a long look. Alyssa shrugged and squinted up at the ceiling, clearly trying to bring old memories into focus.
Viv slapped a hand on the table. "She was super cute and outgoing. Like a cheerleader, but she wasn't, I don't think."
Alyssa's face brightened. "She dated Deak. That's why you thought, 'cheerleader.'"
Now Rollo's picture of the girl solidified a little, at least. He had played defensive end, but he hadn't been close to most of the other players, especially party guys like Deacon Strong and Bucky.
He rubbed a hand over the stubble on his chin. "Deak and Bucky were the only guys on the team that got recruited to a big name college. Maybe Deak didn't want a local girl slowing him down?"
Viv eyed Alyssa as she spoke. "Or maybe she was pregnant. That could have stopped his career in its tracks."
Dad grunted. "I've seen people killed for less."
So had he.
Alyssa looked ill. "Will the autopsy be able to tell if she was pregnant?"
He gestured to Dad. As a civilian cop, he had more experience with those kinds of cases than Rollo did.
His father shrugged. "Not likely. Depends on how far along she was. My guess is she wasn't far enough along, though."
Viv agreed. "Her parents would have sent her away sooner if she was showing."
"That's the most likely—"
Before Dad could finish his sentence, the front door slammed open.
Rollo jumped to his feet, weapon in hand.
"Dude!"
Teo sauntered into the dining room, hands in the air, a wide grin splitting his tan face.
Rollo growled and holstered his gun. "That was not smart."
Playing to the room, Teo grinned and waggled his eyebrows. "Good to see you, too, bro."
Now Rollo groaned. With his transparent grin and laid back temperament, Teo was hard to stay mad at. He looked, as usual, like he'd just come from the center of a tropical storm. His dark, curly hair stood on end, and his uniform was damp and rumpled, as if he'd paddled his way up to the house. The only official thing about him was the silver harbor patrol badge gleaming against the dark blue of his shirt.
While Rollo sat back down, Teo winked at Wren. "Hey, grom."
She beamed. "Hey, Uncle T."
"Is it true?" Teo asked.
Rollo speared a piece of broccoli. "Yup."
"So?" Teo turned his hands face up, waggling his fingers. "Let's have the deets. Oh, hey, Alyssa," he added, sounding way too casual. "You okay?"
She smiled crookedly.
Rollo caught the interested gleam in his brother's eye when he noticed Alyssa and Viv sitting side by side.
Teo's too-cool-for-school act usually got on Rollo's nerves, but this time, he was thankful for his brother's breezy style. It seemed to put Alyssa at ease.
By the time they finished bringing Teo up to speed, Alyssa looked spent.
"I think I'm ready for bed," she said as Teo and Wren and Emmie cleared the table.
She said her good nights and climbed the stairs as if she was dragging the world behind her.
He wanted to say something hopeful, but it would be days, maybe weeks, before they had a definitive ID on the body, not that confirming an identity would make Alyssa feel any better about a skeleton showing up on her property. Or the person threatening her.
At least that part he could make progress on. Over dinner, he realized he needed help.
Time to call in the cavalry. It might not speed up the investigation into the body, but he could track down Alyssa's tormentor—and the likely murderer—way faster than they'd been going.
While the others cleaned the kitchen, Viv pulled him aside. "Take care of her."
"I thought I was."
She patted his arm. "You know what I mean. She needs closure. "
"I know. I've got something in mind that'll help."
"Oh?"
He eyed the kitchen. His father perched on a stool, cane in hand, regaling Wren and the others with some old story about the force. "You can't tell Dad."
Viv raised one delicate eyebrow and waited.
"I need better intel than the department has available."
Both eyebrows shot toward her hairline. "Something the guys in the department can’t handle?"
"Something I don’t want them to handle."
"Ah. Black ops."
"No, just something—"
"—Illegal," she filled in. "Oh, excuse me. I mean, 'extra-legal.' That's the terminology nowadays, isn't it?"
His fingers twitched. He wanted to tug on her hair, just like they had when she they were kids, and she outsmarted him at hide and seek.
"No comment," he said instead.
He was pretty sure if he pulled her hair, she'd elbow him right in the breadbasket. Then, when he was doubled-over, she tickled him unmercifully until his sides ached from laughing. Just like the old days.
The sparkle in her eyes told him she was remembering their childhood tussles, too. When he met her gaze, she zipped two fingers across her lips and pantomimed putting a key in a lock at the corner of her mouth. "Not to worry. It's in the vault."
And it would be. Vivianne had probably kept every secret she'd ever been trusted with.
If he was going to solve this case, he had to hope their contemporaries had fewer scruples.
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ALYSSA'S HEAD buzzed with exhaustion the next morning. There'd been so much to consider last night. How would she make sure her employees were taken care of until the diner was up and running again—and how long would it take? And, of course, there was the poor dead girl. Reconnecting with Viv was a positive thing, but it only added to the topsy-turvy feelings.
Not that she wasn't thankful. She'd missed Viv desperately. Building this tentative bridge with the MacKenzies was a gift she hadn't expected. To have it come along with such tragedy and destruction swept her feet out from under her.
All morning, she'd moved around in a fog, not unlike the mist plastered against Chip MacKenzie's kitchen windows. At least Rollo had agreed to take her back out to the property. She couldn't have said why, but she needed to be there.
The area was silent. Lonely. Yellow crime scene tape encircled the old well site, fluttering in the stiff morning breeze. While Rollo and his father walked the site again, she headed for the main house. When she'd gone to bed, she worried her dream ranch was poisoned, but now that she was here, swaddled in fog, she knew she'd stay. Tragic as death was, a force urged her to honor the girl by continuing on her own path. Surrendering her own dreams would only make the loss of life worse, as if she was giving up on both their lives.
Once inside the house, she bowed her head and lifted a prayer of thanks. Her Savior was behind her strength of heart. He was the steady flame lighting her way through every dark turn in her life.
She wandered past the moving boxes, her heart stronger now. There was so much to do, but she climbed the stairs to the second floor. The movers had put her painting supplies in the spare bedroom along with her two prized, paint-stained easels. At the time, she'd been annoyed. The old chicken coop was going to be her studio, but even before the fire, it needed a ton of work. Half the roof was gone, and none of the windows still had glass in them.
So unless she planned to put off painting for another year, the extra bedroom made sense.
She wandered by the box containing her brushes and ran her fingers over the silky tips, then she hefted a crimped tube of titanium white. Even though the tube was firmly capped, the chemical scent of the pigment was so imprinted on her brain she could practically smell it. Titanium White smelled clean. Alizarin Crimson had a buttery, burned odor. The black hues smelled like charcoal. They made her think of power, depth, and fierce emotion.
She lifted a blank canvas out of the box and set it on the easel. The urge to create bloomed, rushing back with all the strength of an incoming tide. The vision in her head was so strong, she could barely stand to spare the time to fill her old jars with water from the bathroom sink. Watching the cold water swirl into the jars was a sharp reminder of her malfunctioning well, and the reason for the grim discovery.
She went with the feelings, turning off the analytical part of her brain and tuning into the spiritual, creative part of her soul.
Grabbing a stick of charcoal, she drew great, bold slashes outlining blocky, frantic shapes, completely unlike her usual calm, detailed style.
Her heart pounded so hard the blood rushed through her ears, drowning out the dim roar of the pounding surf. The light outside changed from gray mist to blazing sun as the fog burned off.
Her preliminary sketch was done in record time. Now for the paints. She grabbed her widest brush, making quick, bold strokes, each thick with paint.
Since high school, she'd created delicate, filmy seascapes. Cheerful, soothing scenes that begged to be lived in. Balm for troubled souls, mostly her own.
Not today. This work was nothing but raw emotion. Fear. Grief. Rage for the life lost.
It felt good. Cleansing.
She slashed at the canvas, transforming the blank space into a riot of reds and grays and blacks. By the time she was halfway through, she was panting, sweating with the effort.
"Wow." Rollo's voice startled her.
She was so tuned out, she hadn't heard him climb the stairs. Not a good thing with an arsonist on the loose.
Rollo stood in the doorway, one hand raised as if to knock on the jamb, his gaze locked on the painting. "That's amazing."
Embarrassed to be exposing so much emotion, she turned away, fussing with her brushes to buy herself some time to reenter the real world.
He strode into the room and faced the work, as if it had drawn him. He pointed at the high cheekbones, and the eyes, wide with fear and anger. "It's Kaitlyn, isn't it?"
"I guess." She shrugged helplessly. Putting the urge that had swept her away into words was difficult. "I don't know why I painted it." Weird, but it was the truth.
"I get it. It's good to go with your gut, especially after tragedies like this."
Not knowing what to say, she busied herself with her brushes.
His phone rang, breaking the comfortable silence between them.
"Really?" he asked. "Uh, huh? A hundred percent? He's sure? Good work, detective."
In contrast to the excitement in Rollo's voice, he put his phone away with slow, deliberate movements. Only then did he meet her gaze. "It's Kaitlyn Rudiger. Dental records confirm it."
Dread cramped her stomach. The revelation was no surprise, but still, to have her death confirmed hurt. "That was quick."
"Her childhood dentist retired fifteen years ago, but Natchez tracked down the guy who bought his practice. Lucky for us, the new guy warehoused all the old records. The county medical examiner needs to confirm, but she already did a quick comparison and agree's it's Kaitlyn."
Alyssa's chin trembled. "I'm guessing she's been down there a long time?"
Rollo moved to the window, propping an elbow on the edge. The bright morning light etched his features into angular lines, deepening the lines bracketing his kissable mouth. "If I had to guess, I'd say since the day she disappeared."
"Then this has to do with high school. With our classmates."
"That's a strong possibility. Dad says they investigated the family thoroughly. Always do, in these kinds of cases. Both the parents checked out."
"Then it's likely whoever started the fires wasn't really after me. They just wanted to scare me away from the property."
"That would be good news, but until I'm certain, I want you to stay with us. The fire at the diner has me worried."
"Of course. "
"Great. I'll drop you and Dad back at the house. Dad'll keep you company while I'm at the station."
She wanted to be back on her own, but she wasn't about to do anything to distract him from his investigation. And, truth be told, finding Kaitlyn's remains had her scared.
What if the arsonist wasn't connected to Kaitlyn's disappearance? That meant he could come after her again. Not likely, but it was too big a chance to take.
She swished a brush through the water. "What now?"
"Now we do a little time-traveling."
"Back to high school?"
"Unfortunately."
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ROLLO STARED at the file on Kaitlyn Rudiger's disappearance... and now murder. He'd called a staff meeting in ten minutes to start work on the case, and he wanted to be ready to send his two detectives off in productive directions. Not that he had much of anything to go on.
Investigations often started like this: a knotted mess of yarn with no obvious ends. Not a great time to be working with an untested team, but he'd solved crimes with less.
He was profoundly thankful Alyssa agreed to stay at the house a while longer. Now that the body had been discovered, she should be out of danger, but he wasn't going to take any chances.
She and Viv were two years behind the dead girl in school. She wouldn't have much insight into her death. No reason for the murderer to come after her again. Probably.
He paged through the digital copy of his father's personal file on the case. Dad's file matched the official department file. Not that he expected anything to be amiss, but in Special Ops and law enforcement, it paid never to assume.
Both files were essentially identical, except for his father's personal notes and musings. His shoulders relaxed. No one over the intervening years had tampered with the official file. Good to know.
He might have spent the past few years in Washington, but he was a small town guy at heart. Sure, people drifted through The Cove, but the old families stayed. Generations of them. He couldn't ignore the possibility that the girl's death might have some connection to a long-time family, and every long-time family had at least one member who joined the tiny police force.
He sat back in his chair, pondering where to start Natchez and Evans, when his cell phone rang. Please have something actionable, he prayed and answered.
Ethan Hernandez, Knight Tactical's cyber security specialist, came on the line. "Got you some info that might help. I'm emailing you the traffic cam shots right now."
Rollo thanked him and pulled up the email that had already arrived. Blurry overhead shots of five different vehicles at the last big intersection before the road narrowed to two lanes heading out toward the Martinetti ranch.
"I got more," Hernandez said.
Another email came through.
"These are the vehicles in the diner's vicinity around the time of the fire," Hernandez said. "See anything interesting?"
He leaned in, squinting between the two sets of photos. "That truck was in both places."
"Looks like."
"Any chance you got plates?"
Hernandez exhaled loudly. "Who do you think you're dealing with here, bro? My wife's got mad skills. She's better with the cyber-snooping than I am, but I'll deny I said that if you tell her. "
Yet another email appeared on Rollo's screen. He grinned. One step closer. "Tell me you already traced them."
He could run them through the DMV database, but Santa Bella County was a small place. If the wrong person saw his search, he risked implicating an innocent person, or tipping off the killer.
His request earned him a huge snort from Hernandez. "Dude. Scroll to the bottom of the message."
"Oh. Right." Rollo cleared his throat. Tech wasn't his strong suit. He moved the cursor and sucked in a breath. "No way."
"Something juicy?" the cyber-geek asked.
"Seriously juicy."
"So it's fair to say you owe me a steak?"
"I owe you two, at the very least."
"Deal. Now that you're back out West, don't be a stranger." Hernandez hung up.
Rollo rested his hands on his stomach and stared at the monitor. Wow. Just...wow. The older model pick up seen heading up the road toward Alyssa's property was also seen three blocks away from the diner less than half an hour before the arsonist knocked her down.
The identity of the registered owner floored him, almost as much as the fact that an SUV registered to Bucky Buchanan was caught on camera heading toward Alyssa's property that morning, too. He didn't have any proof that Buchanan's vehicle was near the diner at the time of the fire, but Bucky's office was literally around the corner. No need to drive.
Now he had two suspects to investigate. Given their identities, he'd have to tread carefully.
A quick rap on his open door startled him. He swung around to see Will Natchez's sullen face. The man looked exhausted. And wary.
The detective ran a hand through his tousled hair, standing the dark waves on end. "You wanted to meet up?"
Rollo closed the emails on his screen, wheeled his chair back into place at his desk, and motioned Natchez in. Tom Evans and Rosalie filed in after him, crowding into Rollo's less-than-luxurious office.
Once they were settled, he filled them in on the medical examiner's news.
Rosalie blanched and looked away. "Poor love."
He recalled that his desk sergeant had a son and a daughter. Younger than Wren. Middle school, maybe? Not that their ages mattered. The girl's death would hit any mother in the stomach.
Evans detective tilted his head back, eyes glued to the ceiling, obviously thinking hard. Tom was around his age, but he hailed from Pasada. He probably wouldn't have known her.
Natchez had a pugnacious look that irritated him, like the detective's mind was somewhere else, and he was daring Rollo to call him on it.
Not now.
He'd take the detective out at the knees, if necessary, but he'd pick the time. After the investigation, when he had some breathing room.
Ignoring Natchez's simmering attitude, he filled the team in on what he knew so far, careful not to mention the news about the vehicles. "We're going on the assumption that the fires and the discovery of Kaitlyn Rudiger's body are related. Rosalie, check into the property records for the Martinetti place. Use the county. I don't want this going through Buchanan Realty."
Face clouded by a puzzled look, she nodded.
"Natchez, follow up on the diner fire. Coordinate with the county arson investigator."
Natchez bristled. "That's it?"
"For now." He had no intention of wasting time on an argument.
But after Alyssa was safe.... A good old-fashioned dressing down would be in order.
"Tom, interview the local folks who would have known the girl."
The older detective nodded. "On it."
"Good." He stood, ending the meeting. "I'll let you know as soon as we have more data from the crime lab. Let's get to it."
The room emptied.
Before he could decide how to play things on his end, his cellphone buzzed. A text from Wren. He slapped himself on the forehead. He was supposed to pick her up in twenty minutes to register for school.
He flew out of his chair and grabbed his jacket off the coatrack on his way out the door.
Worry slowed his steps. He'd been savoring the moment he'd get to enroll Wren in his high school. Finding Kaitlyn Rudiger's body soured the joy.
He trudged out to the squad car, heart heavy with a sense of loss he could barely contemplate.
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ALYSSA WAS on the phone with her insurance agent when Rollo swept into the house to take his daughter to her school meeting, but even without words, she caught the tension in his shoulders. He and Chip had a quick conversation before he and Wren left, which made her wonder all the more.
"He's got some news on the case," Chip told her once she was through with her call.
Chip knew more than he was telling, but she didn't want to fracture the fragile relationship they were building. Rollo would return soon enough.
She bided her time by whipping up lunch. Hot dogs, homemade coleslaw, and apple pie for dessert.
The whole time she worked, Chip hovered. Oh, he pretended to help, but she noticed the way he prowled the house, constantly peering out the windows. Whatever Rollo told him had the retired detective on edge.
By the time Rollo returned, she wanted to shove him in a chair and make him talk, but Wren was bubbling over with excitement about her new school.
"And they have an Intro to Forensics class," she said between bites of her hotdog. "I guess this isn't such a small town after all. I really, really hope I get in. I'm only a freshman, but I've got all the prerequisites." She made a face at Rollo. "Good thing you made me take that extra biology class last year."
Rollo dropped his fork with a clatter and cupped a hand to his ear. "Say what? Did I just hear a compliment?"
Wren giggled and rolled her eyes. "Da-a-d. I tell you nice things all the time."
His smile lit up the room. "She does," he confessed. "Not that I deserve it."
Wonder and pain warred in Alyssa's chest. The sweetness between father and daughter delighted her, but it was a sharp reminder of the hole in her own life. No family. No husband. No child.
Wren's phone buzzed. She eyed her father guiltily as she prepared to answer it.
He waved her away from the table. "Go. You've got lots to talk to your new friends about."
Wren almost knocked her chair over in her haste to get up from the table, but she still paused long enough to give her dad a peck on the cheek.
Chip waggled his fork at her retreating back. "That one's a keeper."
"Maybe." Rollo shrugged, but the wide grin belied his pride. "I'd say the jury's still out."
Chip rolled his eyes before turning his gaze to Alyssa. "Time to tell her what you found," he told his son.
Rollo wiped his mouth with a napkin. "I've got a couple solid leads on those arson incidents." He paused, concern clear in his dark eyes.
She clenched her napkin under the table, tearing it in half. "What?"
"Bucky's SUV was seen heading toward your property about half an hour before you discovered the fire and the note."
Once the words penetrated, she thought she might throw up. Bucky? He'd been so helpful. So genuine.
And then she remembered....
Rollo glowered at her. "What?"
"I just remembered something about the night of the diner fire. I was in my car outside Nona's retirement home when he came walking down the street. Scared me silly. He said he was off to a business meeting at the hotel down the street. And then he walked off. It didn't seem important, but now...."
"I know. I don't like it either. But even with this, I'm not saying he's our suspect," Rollo cautioned. "Not yet."
"Most clues dead end," Chip added. "That's how policing works. Bucky could have been driving down to Altara, or on to Santa Barbara, and his alibi about the meeting Monday night will be easy enough to check out. "
"Remember, we don't know that Bucky was driving, just that his SUV was seen heading in your direction," Rollo pointed out.
"But you suspect he was."
He toyed with his fork. "Until proven otherwise, yeah. Look, now that we discovered the body, I don't think you're still in danger, but it is possible that the attacks on your property have nothing to do with discovering Kaitlyn's body. I want you to know who we're investigating so you can be on guard."
"Understood."
Chip rubbed his face with his good hand. "Tell her the rest."
She had an idea. "There's someone else you found in both places."
He propped his forearms on the table and leaned closer. "An older model truck was seen heading toward your property around the same time as Bucky's vehicle. The same truck was spotted a few blocks from the diner before our suspect knocked you down. The truck's registered to Hilton Archer."
Her hands flew to her chest. She felt like she'd been kicked.
Rollo grimaced. "Most likely, it's a coincidence. Like Dad said, most of our leads don't pan out. I'm telling you this because our potential suspects are people you know. Probably people you trust. You need to be on your toes until I sort this out. Better safe than sorry."
She closed her eyes, trying to stop her head from spinning. Bucky? Hilton Archer? One of them an arsonist... and worse, a murderer?
She stared down at her half-eaten lunch, mind whirling. The chirp of Rollo's phone barely penetrated the fog.
Rollo greeted the caller. "Hi, Rosalie, what's up?"
"No kidding," he said after listening. "Thanks. That's great work."
Both Alyssa and Chip waited quietly for him to finish. When he did, he tapped the phone and stared out at the ocean.
"You look like you've seen a ghost," his dad observed.
Rollo shook his head as if trying to clear it. "I asked Rosalie to look into the records on Alyssa's property. The Martinetti's son claims Hilton Archer made several attempts to buy the place. The first offer was made about a year after Kaitlyn Rudiger's disappearance."
Alyssa shuddered. Something awful, something stained black with malice, spread through the room, seeping straight into her pores.
"What's next?" she asked, though she wasn't sure she truly wanted to know.
Chip jerked a thumb at Rollo. "He's going to question Archer. I'd give anything to drag that man down to the station and interrogate him myself, but we've got to do this all legal."
"Exactly." Rollo agreed. "Dad's right. Hilton Archer has definitely caught my interest."
The good side of Chip's mouth flattened into a hard line. "Archer's a greasy snake, but he's smart. You're taking back-up, right?"
Rollo slipped his phone back into his pocket. "For sure. I've got no interest in reigniting the legendary Archer-MacKenzie War. I'll take Rosalie along."
Chip grunted. "Good idea. She's sharp, and Archer's a man's man. Smart woman will throw him off his game."
Rollo moved his head in a circle, wincing at tight muscles. "Buchanan's first on my list, though. I'll get Tom Evans to check on his whereabouts on Monday night. A meeting in a public place will be easy to verify. Then Bucky and I are going to have a long chat."
Chip checked the clock. "Salmon are running hard right now. Archer goes out almost every day. If he's not back in, he will be soon. I bet you'll find him at his boat for the next couple hours."
"Good plan." Rollo rose and gathered his dirty dishes. "Great lunch," he said to Alyssa. "I could get used to having a pro in the kitchen."
"Hey, hey, hey," his father protested laughingly. "I make a mean slice of toast."
Rollo winked at her and grimaced.
Alyssa had to put a hand over her mouth to hide her smile, overwhelmed, again, by gratitude to her Savior for guiding her back into the MacKenzie's circle. She was profoundly thankful for the family's faith as well. Only Christians of the finest type would offer such forgiveness...and acceptance.
A pair of seagulls floated past the window. Between the loving acceptance inside the house and the stunning scenery without, she could barely believe a potential murderer waited in the shadow, ready to shatter her fragile new connections.
Rollo called goodbye as he headed out. She bowed her head, lifting a prayer for his safety, and for her own.
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"I NEVER UNDERSTOOD the appeal of fishing," Rosalie observed as she trotted behind Rollo on their way down the gangplank, heading toward Hilton Archer's boat. "All that work. If I'm gonna spend the day on the water, it had better be a sunset dinner cruise."
Rollo shaded his eyes from the glare off the bay. Archer and his two fishing buddies were busy off-loading coolers and hosing down the boat. They were almost done. Good thing he headed out when he did.
"I won't argue with you," he answered his desk sergeant. "I'm not a big boat guy."
"Really? I thought all you MacKenzies and Baezes grew up on the water."
Not all. Definitely not him. His sisters and brothers all took to the sea, most of his cousins on both sides, too. He surfed, sort of, and sailed when he absolutely had to, but he'd always felt more comfortable on land.
Another wedge between him and his father. Chip MacKenzie was a born waterman. He sailed. He fished. Until the stroke, he'd surfed and paddled. Even now, in his seventies, he'd go out any time a buddy offered.
Lucky for Dad, Dante and Teo and Enzo were solid watermen. Lucky for Rollo, too. Once his brothers were old enough to show their interest, Dad stopped needling him so much about his lack of enthusiasm.
"Want me to start?" Rosalie asked. "I'm okay with playing the bad guy."
Rollo slowed his step, waiting for her to catch up. "I appreciate the offer, but I got this."
She made an exasperated sound. "I know you can handle Archer. That's not the point."
"Then I'm confused."
"You're a man. Of course, you're confused." She shook her head and grinned up at him. "The two of you are like a pair of bulls squaring off in the corral. Maybe going head-to-head isn't the most strategic way to conduct an interview."
Rollo stared down at his petite sergeant. "Point taken."
"Does that mean you'll let me handle Archer?"
He tugged on the brim of her dark MCPD ball cap and sped up. "Not a chance."
Two figures rounded the corner from the dock they were heading for. Rollo put a hand behind him to warn Rosalie he was stopping. "Hang on."
Archer's fishing buddies. Rollo inched aside to let them pass. Perfect timing. He'd have Archer to himself now.
Once the men maneuvered their heavy ice chest around them, he took off for Archer's slip, boots clattering on the well-used dock.
Archer was bent over the gunwale, a dock line in hand. He jerked his head up. The sun glinted off his dark glasses, hiding his eyes, but the flat line of the man's lips beneath his full white mustache telegraphed his opinion of his unexpected visitors. "What are you doing here?"
Rollo took his time situating himself on the bobbing finger of dock. Legs wide, hands on his hips, he waited for Rosalie to take up a similar position.
"Got a few questions." He put one booted foot on the edge of the skiff's white fiberglass.
Archer sucked in a breath.
Rollo might not be a waterman, but he'd been raised around boats. His parents instilled nautical etiquette in all of them early. Black-soled shoes did not touch pristine white fiberglass. Ever.
Exactly why he did it. No way he would let the crafty old guy feel superior. Distracted people made slips of the tongue. They mentioned details they shouldn't and dropped damning clues.
Attention still on Rollo's boot, Archer straightened slowly, his old muscles obviously stiff. His belly arched outward, straining the buttons of his shirt. "Call my office if you want to make an appointment. I don't do unscheduled interviews."
"I'm here in an official capacity."
That set the man back. He scratched his double-chin. "Are you saying I'm some kind of suspect?"
"That's what I'm trying to determine."
Archer looked from Rollo to Rosalie and back. "Be careful what you say next, MacKenzie. You're halfway to being canned as it is."
Archer would have some of the city council in his pocket, but it was obvious the guy had fewer supporters than he imagined.
Or he was bluffing. Rollo never would have been hired in the first place if Archer owned the council.
The man slashed his hands upwards, clearly impatient. "I've got things to do. Let's get on with this. Unless you've reconsidered."
A three story cabin cruiser lumbered past in the channel, carving a deep wake. Rollo removed his foot from the boat just before the smaller vessel began to rock, tugging hard at the dock lines.
He turned to Rosalie. "Sergeant Gamble, care to explain the situation?"
She didn't hesitate. "There are a couple things. We're wondering about your whereabouts last Sunday morning, Mr. Archer."
Rollo couldn't see the man's eyes, but judging from his body language, the question puzzled him. Rollo didn't detect any fear, though.
Archer grabbed the keys out of the boat's ignition. "I don't have to answer that."
"No, you don't," Rollo agreed. "But let me be clear, either you cooperate now, or we'll do this at the station." He inched to the edge of the dock, looming over the shorter man. "I can't make you answer, but I can drag you back to the station in cuffs."
Archer jerked backwards, arms flapping at his sides like a landed fish. "You wouldn't dare."
Rollo smiled lazily. "You sure about that, councilman?"
Anger radiated off the man in waves. Sweat mingled with the scents of fish guts and seaweed. Not a pleasant combination. Still, Rollo detected no genuine fear. Anger, frustration, and pure orneriness, sure, but whatever he felt, Hilton Archer wasn't afraid of his questions.
Interesting.
Rosalie clasped her delicate hands together in front of her and tilted her head the way women did when they wanted to nudge. " Mr. Archer, sir, where were you last Sunday?"
Archer swayed with the rocking of the boat, his movements so natural it was obvious he'd spent countless hours afloat. A muscle flexed in his jaw, making Rollo want to rub his own. He waited, hoping the man wouldn't push him into fulfilling his promise to detain him.
He absolutely did not have the authority to slap cuffs on the old rancher at this point. Not that Archer knew that.
"I was home most of the day," the man muttered. "Read the paper, called my brother on the phone, and smoked up a batch of salmon. That took the whole afternoon."
"Your wife will corroborate that, I assume." Rollo fired back.
"She was out of town."
Rosalie's eyebrows arched up above the frames of her sunglasses.
"Anybody that can corroborate your alibi?" Rollo asked.
"Watch your words, boy. 'Alibi' implies I'm guilty of something."
Yeah, it kind of did. Archer's quickness surprised him. "I guess you could take it that way." He'd certainly meant to imply it.
Archer was brighter than he gave the man credit for. He continued his questioning. "So you didn't drive anywhere?"
"I already said that."
"True." Rollo glanced back toward the parking lot. "You drive a late model Range Rover, don't you?"
"You've seen it."
"And your wife has a white Mercedes two-door, if I recall."
"So?"
"So, do you own a pickup?"
That set the man back. His jaw jutted forward. "I haven't driven it in years. Probably doesn't even run. It's out in the old barn. Been two, three years at least since I last drove it."
Rollo's pulse leapt. A puzzle piece just fell into place. He already knew the answer, but to have it confirmed put him one step closer to connecting the dots.
Archer had no alibi.
He turned to Rosalie again, hoping she'd read his intentions. "Sergeant Gamble, was there anything else?" he asked, his voice intentionally mild.
"Yes, sir." She pressed her shoulders back and gave Archer her full attention. "We were wondering why you wanted to buy the Martinetti ranch."
"I don't want that old place."
"You did." She pulled a notepad out of her uniform pocket and swiped through a few pages. "You offered to buy it nineteen years ago, fifteen years ago, and again nine years back. Why?"
Archer's face grew even redder beneath his permanent sunburn. He backed away until his calves hit the bench molded into the far side of the cockpit.
He jabbed a finger at the gangplank behind them. "We're done here. Get out. Get out now, before I call the sheriff. And my attorney. And the mayor."
Rollo adjusted his sunglasses. "You're going to do it anyway."
"Don't finish unpacking, MacKenzie. You're going to be out of a job so fast your head'll spin."
Maybe so, but if Hilton Archer was guilty of Kaitlyn Rudiger's disappearance, or the arson attempts on Alyssa, he'd make sure the old rancher was behind bars before he left.
The Archers had always grated on his nerves. He needed to remember that. Guard against his feelings. He wanted Archer to be guilty. That presented a grave danger. He took an oath to uphold the law. Let the evidence reveal the truth. That was the cornerstone of good detective work.
And he would. No way he'd railroad an innocent man, no matter how much the old coot grated on his last nerve.
Plus, there were other suspects to consider. Bucky Buchanan, for one. He glanced at his watch. If he wasn't out showing property, Bucky would still be at the office.
Catching him in public would be ideal.
"See you around," he said to Archer and hustled Rosalie back down the dock.
"What's your hurry?" she said.
"We need to get to Buchanan Realty before they close."
"Not. Gonna. Happen." She mimicked his voice perfectly.
"We're only five minutes away."
"Doesn't matter."
"Why not?"
She stopped in the middle of the dock. "You have an appointment."
He groaned and slapped himself on the forehead. "No."
"Those kids have been waiting for you for weeks."
"I just got into town."
"And they've been waiting since Chief Gunderson got sick. That's a long time for little kids."
Practically the instant he started on Monday morning, she had reminded him he was to present the awards for summer reading achievement at the local library. Kindergarteners through sixth graders. They wanted to meet the police chief.
She was right. No way he'd disappoint them.
He checked his watch again. "We better double time it."
"The library's closer than Buchanan Realty."
"The donut shop is farther down Main. We're bringing our own prizes."
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AFTER THE AWARDS CEREMONY, Rollo decided to walk back to the station, hoping a brisk walk would work off at least one of the donuts he'd stuffed down. Cliched as it was in his new position, he loved donuts. A lot.
Too much for a guy living so close to Jeager's Beachside Donut Shop.
Between Alyssa's diner and the donut place, he'd have to get back to the gym ASAP, unless he wanted to order new uniform pants.
The sun hung low in the West, only a few finger widths from the edge of the horizon. He squinted into the harsh light, but he appreciated the warmth. In June and July, he'd take any bit of sunlight that came his way.
Movement caught his eye. Someone crossed a beam of light streaming through the windows of Buchanan Realty. He checked his watch. Five pm. He figured Bucky would be long gone, but there he was, looking over his secretary's shoulder, pointing at the glowing computer screen.
Excellent.
Rollo veered straight for the office's glass doors and breezed inside, startling both Bucky and his secretary.
"Chief." Bucky greeted him with round eyes. "We're just about to close up for the night. What can I do for you?"
Rollo smiled at the woman. "This is police stuff, not business. I just need a minute of Bucky's time."
"I'll leave you two alone, then." She rolled her desk chair away from the computer and scooped up her purse and jacket. "See you tomorrow."
Bucky motioned Rollo toward his office. "Come on in."
Instead of sitting behind his desk, Bucky perched one hefty haunch on the edge and crossed his arms over his chest. "I've only got a minute. The wife and I are going to the symphony over in Pasada. I'm gonna need to scoot."
Rollo studied the eye-popping collection of trophies. "Sure. I'll get right to it, then."
While Bucky arranged his features in a look of mild surprise, Rollo considered his plan of attack.
"I heard about the fire at the Fisherman," Bucky said. "Is Alyssa okay?"
Rather than answer, Rollo went on the attack. "You heard about the body we dragged out of her well?"
"Sure. The guys at the Elks' meeting last night figured it's that girl from high school."
"Kaitlyn Rudiger."
Bucky snapped his fingers. "That's it. Couldn't remember her name."
Rollo arched a brow. "That's weird. I thought you and Deak and her were tight back in the day."
Bucky wrinkled his nose, as if he'd gotten a whiff of rotten fish. "Not that I remember." He shrugged, but his shoulders were too tight to pass it off as unconcern. "I'm sure she hung around with our group. Lots of kids did."
"I remember."
Bucky and his buddy, Deak, were the cool kids, the big men on campus. He didn't recall them being bullies, exactly, but he hadn't liked them much.
Nothing in common except football.
Bucky straightened his spine and splayed his fingers over his thick thighs, leaning forward from the waist as if he was ready to bolt out the door.
Rollo leaned back against the doorjamb and crossed his ankles, taking care to appear as if he was settling in for a good, long visit.
"So you don't recall Kaitlyn dating anybody in your group?" he asked.
Bucky frowned, thinking the question over, or at least pretending to. "No," he said finally.
"Huh, because a couple people told me they remember her and Deak were an item."
The pulse at the side of Bucky's throat pounded, and his lips parted. Both signs of deception.
Rollo concentrated on keeping his body language relaxed. No way he would tip Bucky off that he noticed the man's discomfort.
Bucky scratched his cheek and stared off over Rollo's left shoulder.
Poor eye contact, and fidgeting. Whatever the man said next would be a lie.
"I kind of remember her now," Bucky admitted. "I think she and Deak went on a few dates, but I can't swear to it."
"How about you? Did you date Kaitlyn?"
"No!" The answer shot out of the realtor's mouth like a bullet. "That I would remember. I didn't have a steady girl in high school. Neither did Deak, not that every girl in school didn't throw herself at him."
Bucky laughed ruefully. "Deak wasn't interested in going steady. We were off to Ohio Western U. Got big-time football scholarships. No way either of us was getting tied down in high school. No. Way."
Rollo splayed his hands in a friendly gesture. "Sure. I remember senior year. You and Deak were the Dream Team."
That pleased the other man. "Yup. 'All guts. All glory.'" He smiled sheepishly. "That was our motto."
Rollo forced himself to grin back. "I remember." He looked at his watch and winced. "Hey, sorry. I know you gotta run."
Bucky inched off the desk.
Rollo put a hand out. "I just have to ask, you know, for my report."
Bucky settled back in, looking calmer than when they started. "Sure."
"I'm trying to clarify things. You're saying Deak and Kaitlyn weren't a couple?"
"Definitely not."
"Gotcha. Did they go on any dates that you recall?"
Bucky pulled a face. "It's possible. Deak went out with a lot of girls. He was the QB. Come on."
Rollo ached to slap the smirk right off Bucky's face. Ever since he brought up Deacon Strong and their high school football careers, the man reverted to a smarmy eighteen-year-old right before his eyes. Or had that immature man-boy been underneath all the time?
An unsettling thought, especially under the circumstances.
Rollo wrinkled his brow, as if he was chewing on a hard puzzle. "So they weren't engaged?"
Bucky reared back, his face slack with shock. "No way. Like I said, Deak and I had plans."
"Sure." Rollo slipped his notepad out of his chest pocket and squinted down at his to-do list before pinning Bucky with a hard look. "I understand you were heading south out of town on Sunday afternoon. Where were you going?"
"I didn't go anywhere on Sunday."
"Yeah, Bucky, you did. I've got time-stamped photos that show your SUV heading toward Alyssa's place just before the fire started."
Bucky's mouth dropped open. His eyes darted around the office, as if he might find an acceptable lie behind the brass coatrack.
"I wasn't.... I didn't...."
Cool air rushed into the room as the front doors opened. Rollo looked over his shoulder. Red-faced and glaring, Paul Buchanan charged toward his son's office like a white-haired bull.
Tall and gaunt where Bucky was short and stubby, the man radiated well-heeled indignation. "What are you doing here, MacKenzie?"
Rollo straightened away from the doorjamb, moving into the space between father and son. "Just had a few questions for my investigation."
"Investigation of what?" Buchanan asked, but his attention was glued to his son's face.
"He was asking about that girl," Bucky said. "Kaitlyn Rudiger, the girl who disappeared at the end of senior year."
Buchanan jerked a thumb at his son. "He doesn't know anything."
"Dad's right. I kind of remember her, but—"
"Shut up," his father ordered. "You don't have to talk to him."
Bucky's head retreated between his shoulder blades like a turtle.
Buchanan Senior backed out of the doorway, his gaze never leaving Rollo's face. "Get out."
"Of course."
He slipped past the man, careful not to turn his back. He could put the old man on the ground with one arm, but he didn't want to harm him. Buchanan was only trying to protect his son. But from what?
An interesting question.
Rollo chewed on that all the way back to the station, circling back to the same conclusion every time.
Bucky Buchanan was hiding something. And Paul Buchanan knew it.
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ALYSSA SPENT the night fighting off wave after wave of nightmares. The dark thoughts that started after the two arson attempts were only amplified by the horrible thought that someone she knew might be behind the attacks.
And Rollo's attitude wasn't helping. Oh, he was pleasant enough through dinner, but she could tell something was troubling him. Anything that troubled a former special forces operative flat out terrified her.
Hence the horrible night's sleep.
Ever since he got home the night before, he'd been more quiet than usual. She was dying to ask, but even after just a few days around him, she knew better than to pry. The man was thoughtful to a fault. Whether talking to his father or his siblings, he measured his words, communicating as cleanly as possible.
Unless he was talking to Wren. When he talked to his beautiful daughter, he glowed. She might have even said he got a bit tongue-tied if a man with Rollo's sense of confidence could ever feel that way.
Sitting in the back seat of Rollo's squad car the next morning, heading east into the hill country, she silently thanked Rollo for letting her talk him into accompanying him to interview Deacon Strong. The wheels were moving on her insurance claim for the restaurant, and unless Rollo gave her the go-ahead to move out to the property, she had literally nothing to do.
It had taken a great deal of persuasion—and the promise of another apple pie—to convince him. Thankfully Chip took pity on her, arguing her case and agreeing to accompany them as backup.
Tom Evans had reported in before Rollo finished his breakfast. Bucky did meet a guy at the hotel bar Monday night. Numerous witnesses agreed he was there until well after the fire was put out.
Hearing that lifted her spirits.
Deak's mobile home park perched in a shaded hollow on the outskirts of Pasada, over half an hour's drive from The Cove. One of those places that's neither here nor there. Not close enough to town to be convenient, and not far enough away to be secluded.
Visible from the highway she drove hundreds of times, the park wasn't unfamiliar, but this was her first time seeing the place up close.
It looked dingy and careworn, as if the residents were one hiccup away from losing what little they had. Bicycles lay tangled together in the weedy lawn of a double-wide. Must be a large family living there. She lifted a prayer for the parents, who most likely juggled two or three jobs to keep them fed.
As Rollo drove toward the back of the park, the trailers got worse. Some were barely livable. Strong's place was the worst. It looked like it should be hauled straight to the dump. The roof sagged, and at least half the windows were broken, exposing light-shredded curtains to the elements. Four steps led to the door. One was missing entirely, and another was already cracked in half.
"Be careful," she warned Rollo, then wished she could bite back the words. He hardly needed her admonishment.
He unsnapped his holster as he studied the place. "No kidding."
Chip slipped his own weapon out of his shoulder harness and placed it discreetly at his side. "Desperate people do stupid things," he told her.
They watched through the windshield as Rollo navigated the rotten stairs. He peered through the filthy kitchen window. The bigger living room window on the other side of the front door was covered by sun-rotted curtains. He gave them a long look before angling his body away from the door and reached out to knock.
No one answered.
Rollo pantomimed walking around the trailer and disappeared around the corner. When he came back into view, he shook his head and slipped a business card in the doorjamb before returning to the vehicle.
Chip rolled down his window.
Rollo leaned on the sill. "I'll check with the neighbors."
"There's a lady home in that blue unit straight across," Chip said. "She's been watching you the whole time."
When Alyssa looked at the blue trailer, a curtain twitched, a tiny movement she would never have noticed if Chip hadn't clued her in.
Rollo thanked his dad and headed for the woman's door.
Chip rolled the driver's side window down so the two of them could hear the conversation.
"Can you tell me what kind of car Mr. Strong drives?" Rollo asked the silver-haired woman squinting up at him through a haze of cigarette smoke.
She pulled the cigarette from her lips and laughed, a harsh, rusty sound. "He ain't got no car. Far as I can tell, the guy's flat broke. Manager told me last week he'll probably get evicted soon. Only pays his rent half the time."
Rollo thanked her and started back down the stairs.
"You should watch yourself around that one," she called after him, jabbing her cigarette toward Deak's trailer. "He's messed up in the head. Goes off over the smallest things. I can't wait until they give him the boot." She backed into the shadows and slammed the door.
The snick of a deadbolt being thrown echoed through the still air.
Alyssa shivered.
Once they were back on the highway, Chip faced Rollo. "See anything inside?"
Rollo let out a breath. "Place is a disaster, full of trash and junk. The neighbor was right. The guy's one step away from homelessness."
"Mentally ill, too, from the sound of it," Chip added.
"Definitely. Place looks like it belongs to a hoarder. Hard to imagine him getting thirty miles down the road to The Cove, let alone all the way out to Alyssa's ranch."
Alyssa pressed her forehead to the cool glass of the window. Maybe that was two down, then. Two people out of the thousands in MacKenzie Cove that had not tried to kill her.
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DEAK STRONG'S disaster of a trailer only added to Rollo's suspicions about the guy. While Alyssa helped his father roll wheelbarrows full of rose bushes out to the edge of their the long driveway, he called the county sheriff to clue the man in on his suspicions. The sheriff offered to send more frequent patrols out to the mobile home park. He'd alert Rollo if the man showed up back at home. Not much either of them could do until Strong surfaced.
At least Rosalie had some good news. The police in Tucson, where Kaitlyn Rudiger's parents moved after her disappearance, had already interviewed them and filed a report. They confirmed that their daughter had been wild about Strong, but they remembered other boys, too. The mother described her as boy crazy. "One week it was a rock star, the next a boy in school," she told the detectives. "She would have been happy with any boy who paid her the time of day."
Phone to his ear, Rollo slammed his eyes shut against the wall of pain. The heartache must have been unimaginable. He couldn't fathom it. Didn't want to. Even with his Savior in his heart, losing Wren would kill him.
"Chief? You okay?" Rosalie's calm voice seemed very far away.
He forced himself back to reality and grunted.
"Don't go there," she warned, as if she could read his mind.
"Good advice." Rosalie was a mother. She'd be feeling the same thing.
While she read him the rest of the report, he tried to shake off the horrible thoughts. Allowing himself to be paralyzed with fear wouldn't help.
He thanked her and hung up. Another dead end, for the moment.
Outside the window, his father was gesturing to Alyssa, his good arm swinging energetically between the pots of roses and the tilled earth along the drive.
She nodded enthusiastically and pulled on a pair of oversized work gloves. The onshore breeze blew long strands of her golden hair across her face. Rollo's heart stuttered.
She was a beauty, both inside and out. Always had been. But now he was so aware of her. The timbre of her voice, the courage in her eyes.
Truth was, he liked her, liked her, as Wren would say.
A revelation he'd tuck way down deep, at least until he had this case wrapped up and he could be certain she wasn't in danger. He wasn't about to put the moves on a woman under his protection.
But once they caught her assailant.... He might just have to learn how to date again.
The thought lifted the ugly darkness. For a heartbeat, at least. For that, he was profoundly grateful.
His father waved at him through the window and cupped his good hand to the side of his mouth. "Yo, desk jockey, you planning on helping here, or what?"
Rollo laughed. The strokes hadn't diluted a bit of Dad's old school drill sergeant ways. He snagged the last of Alyssa's apple muffins and headed out to help.
"I just got a report from the Tucson police," he told them as he grabbed a shove.
Alyssa tensed as if awaiting a blow.
He thrust the spade into the earth and stepped hard on the shoulder, sending the blade slicing into the dirt. "Kaitlyn's parents remember her having a crush on Deak, but they say she certainly wasn't engaged to anyone, and they never saw the ring she was wearing."
"That might not mean much," Alyssa said.
She angled her own shovel to start a new hole. "Would you have told your parents much at seventeen? I'm not saying she was engaged, but let's say it's true. What kid would reveal a secret engagement they knew their parents would disapprove of?"
Dad grunted. "Good point."
"And we still don't know if the ring is even related to her death," Rollo added.
"Or why she ended up in the well," Dad pointed out. "The only thing we know is she didn't fall in. The medical examiner sounds certain of that. But that doesn't mean it was murder. Was she partying? Maybe she tripped and broke her neck, or died of alcohol poisoning, or a drug overdose. Maybe her friends were too afraid to explain, so they dumped her in the well."
Rollo concentrated on cutting out his hole. "I'd like that better than the alternatives."
"These cases are the hard ones," his dad agreed, his voice uncharacteristically soft. "A young life, destroyed. Over what? Maybe as simple as wrong place, wrong time...."
"You mean a serial killer?" Alyssa asked.
Rollo tossed the last shovel full of dirt out of his hole. "It's a possibility." An ugly one. That might mean the attacks on Alyssa weren't related.
"We worked that angle for years," Dad said. "Not saying it's not possible, but my gut says...." His voice trailed off.
Rollo knew where his dad was going with that. "We've got a few suspects, but no motive."
"Find the motive, find the killer," Dad said.
Not so easy, with only a twenty-year-old corpse as a clue.
A white streak shot up the last curve before their drive. Rollo pointed his shovel. "Speaking of motive, here comes our expert."
Viv screeched to a stop at the edge of the drive, sending gravel flying. She might own a conservative car, but she drove like a NASCAR driver.
She opened the door and slipped out of the car. "Don't tell me the judge sentenced all of you to work detail?" she teased.
Rollo yanked the shovel out of the dirt. "What's your excuse?"
"I'm taking Wren out to shop for school clothes. We're hitting the mall in Pasada."
"Right." He'd completely forgotten.
Viv looked from him to Alyssa and winked. "It's not like you guys don't have a few things going on. Any news?"
"No one's confessed yet."
Viv brushed off that little detail. "Between you and Dad, they don't stand a chance."
That drew a lopsided smile from their father. "We just need one string we're pulling on to give way."
Viv leaned against the side of her car, her gaze unfocussed. Rollo braced himself. He knew that look. Dr. MacKenzie was cooking up something crazy.
Alyssa eyed him warily. Evidently, she recognized it, too.
When Viv grinned, he knew he wouldn’t like what came next.
"I have an idea," she said. "A way for you to dig into Kaitlyn's death."
Yup. This was going to go sideways.
"You two should hit the reunion party tonight," she said.
Alyssa pointed at him. "Him and me?"
"Totally," Viv said. "You could interview practically everyone that knew her in one place."
True, or he could interview them not at a lame party.
His sister shot him an impatient look. "I know these things are excruciating. Not your scene. But you could see how they all interact. I'd find that data invaluable."
He ground his teeth until his jaw ached. She had a point. Unfortunately for him.
"He doesn't need me there," Alyssa protested.
"Sure he does. You're the key to the entire plan." By the tone of her voice, Dr. MacKenzie, Ace Psychologist, was warming to her subject.
Alyssa looked confused.
Dad wisely choosing to remain silent. Probably hoping Viv didn't realize she needed to ensnare him in her devious plan.
"You're the bait," Viv told Alyssa.
Alyssa's mouth dropped open.
Viv looked horrified. She waved her hands. "Not that kind of bait. I mean, you're the key that opens the lock."
Now all three of them stared at her.
She rolled her eyes. "You want gossip, right?"
Rollo nodded.
"To get gossip, bring gossip. That's how it works."
"I'm glad someone knows how this works."
Viv narrowed her eyes. "Well, it sure wouldn't be you. You're a social clod."
He inclined his head, taking her harsh assessment as a high compliment.
Viv's hands cut through the air as she explained. She'd always talked with her hands. He wondered if she did that during psychotherapy sessions. Most likely. With Viv, what you saw was what you got. Straight up, all the way.
"Picture this," she said. "The two of you walk in together. The place will go crazy. You'll be the couple everyone wants to say they talked to. And that gives you cachet. They talk. You listen. Bada bing." She wiped her hands together.
"Bada bing?" He blinked at his stylish sister. "What are you now, a gangster?"
Ignoring him, she addressed Alyssa. "Someone needs to hurry this case along. I'm dying to have coffee with you. We have a lot to catch up on. Plus, Wren has asked me a million times why you can't go shopping with us."
The sweet, sad smile on Alyssa's lips made him weak in the knees.
"I'd like that, too," she said.
"Soon," Viv responded. "And don't worry about a dress. Wren and I will handle that." She pointed at Rollo. "You are going to have to fend for yourself. It's a dance. Wear something normal." With that, she jumped back in the car and sped past them toward the house.
"What does that mean?" he asked.
Alyssa laughed. "I think she means no uniform, and no tactical gear."
"Like I'd do that."
Dad coughed quietly in the background.
Rollo pressed a hand to his chest. "Seriously? You're a fashion critic now?"
Dad covered his mouth, but his shaking shoulders gave him away. "Truth to power, son. Truth to power."
Okay. Okay. He'd go to the stupid dance. If re-living high school was the price he had to pay to catch a killer, he was all in.
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THE MONSTER FAILED. The fire at the diner was a complete bust.
It didn't chase Alyssa Archer away, and they found the body anyway. That stressed him out for days, but then he figured it didn't matter. No one would connect him to a long-dead teenager.
That fantasy hadn't lasted.
MacKenzie was asking everybody in town about the girl's disappearance. It wasn't likely he'd find some kind of link, but it wasn't completely impossible, either.
The risk was not zero.
He ran a hand through his hair, clenching strands between his fingers and tugging until his scalp ached. He needed to think.
The monster was unreliable. He hadn't realized how much. Whether it was the years of booze, or one too many concussions, it didn't matter now. The monster had become a liability. A hard man like MacKenzie might get the monster to crack.
He couldn't have that.
The monster had to disappear. And it had to be soon.
The messy stack of mail on the desk taunted him. He hated clutter. It stank of ineptitude and laziness. He grabbed the papers in both hands, tamping the edges against the desktop until everything lined up. The headline on the top sheet caught his attention.
He pressed his palm across the page, smoothing it down. Then he smiled grimly.
Things were looking up.
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ROLLO WATCHED himself in the mirror over the dresser and finished knotting his tie. Viv said he should dress for a prom. He stared at his lined face in the mirror. Hah. He didn't go to prom the first time. Formal occasions were not his thing. He'd been hoping to be done with ties when he took off his dress greens for the last time.
Still, the more he thought about it, the more Viv's idea made sense. He'd be able to see his old classmates interacting and watch how they treated Alyssa. It was worth a shot. At the worst, it would be a lot of bang for a couple of excruciating hours.
Besides, he couldn't ignore the sizzle of excitement in his belly. He'd rather die than admit it, but he was looking forward to spending time with Alyssa on something that might, by a great stretch, be considered date-like behavior. He'd rather be taking her out to a quiet restaurant on the pier, but he'd take what he could get.
He swallowed hard. Dumb tie hit his Adam's apple. He adjusted it again. He wouldn't have to dance, right?
Get in. Get the intel. Get out.
That he could do. He didn't imagine Alyssa would want to linger, either. She didn't strike him as the type to get all emotional about seeing people she hardly knew. People who'd been gossiping about her and JJ for years now.
Yeah, she'd be ready to bolt straight out of there as soon as possible.
He gave his sport coat a last tug and turned away from the mirror. Alyssa would be ready any minute. He prayed he wouldn't magically be reduced to a knock-kneed high school senior, complete with acne and an enormous case of self-doubt.
Fun times.
He was just fitting his sidearm into the holster at the back of his waist when a crash reverberated from across the hall. It sounded like it came from Dad's room.
He dove for the hall. "Dad?"
A muffled response had him flinging his father's door wide.
"I'm all right," Dad said by way of greeting, his voice sharp with frustration. "Just knocked some things over is all."
His father had already righted himself, but books and papers sprawled across the floor from the wide desk at the far end of the spacious master bedroom.
Above the desk, an oversized bulletin board caught his eye. He hadn't been in his father's room since his mother passed away, but he didn't recall....
Wait a minute.
He stepped farther into the room, gaze fixed on the photos, articles, and notes connected by bits of red string. "That's an evidence board."
His father waved him off. "Just an old case I never took down."
"No, it's not." Now Rollo was close enough to read the headlines. He whirled around to face his father. "This is about Mom."
His father glared defiantly. "I told you the crash wasn't an accident. I'm still working out the details, but I'm certain now. Your mother was murdered. JJ Archer, too."
Rollo pulled at the knot on his tie, playing for time. Hooo boy. Dad was deteriorating faster than he expected. He nodded slowly, careful not to give away his true thoughts. "Have any of the sibs seen this?"
"Of course not. They'd think I'm a loon."
Yeah. Rollo could see that. He swallowed carefully. "Tell me about your investigation."
Might as well get the full picture now. Then he'd know what he was dealing with. Was it the start of dementia, or simply grief?
Rollo's response clearly threw his father off-balance. "You really want to know?"
"Absolutely."
Rollo sat on the bed and gestured to the desk chair.
His father's cane thumped out a beat as he crossed the carpet. He arranged himself in the seat. When he met Rollo's gaze, his eyes were clear. "I've been over the photos of the crash site a million times. At first, I thought I was going crazy, but then I realized there are things there that make no earthly sense if Archer's truck slammed into her the way we all thought."
Playing devil's advocate seemed to draw his father out, so Rollo kept going. "Okay, like what?"
"Like the fact that there were no skid marks."
"The guy was blasted out of his mind. There were multiple witnesses testifying to that."
"Your brother was one of them."
Yeah. He hadn't forgotten that part. Dante had been at the bar that night. For whatever reason, his brother carried a heavy burden of guilt, though he would never discuss it, and Rollo didn't have the least idea why.
"Patrons in the bar testified he couldn't even get out to his truck on his own," Rollo recalled.
He closed his eyes, call back the contents of the lengthy report he'd read a hundred times in the months after Mom's death. "The bartender testified he confiscated JJ's keys and called a cab, but then a fight broke out. Lots of patrons went out to watch the fight. No one noticed when JJ slipped away.”
Dad snapped his fingers. "Exactly. If JJ was so drunk, how'd he get the keys?"
"What keys?"
"The truck keys. The kid's keys were in the ignition of his truck when the wrecking crews pulled it back up the cliff. Archer couldn't have just swiped them, and the bartender swears he wasn't away from his station for more than a minute. How'd JJ get them?"
Rollo was stunned into silence. That was his father's grand evidence? Sorrow squeezed his heart. It was no huge stretch to assume that if JJ roused himself enough to walk outside, he could have retrieved his keys while the bartender was distracted. Improbable? Maybe. But obviously not impossible. His father's entire case just collapsed.
The sad, simple truth? His mother died because JJ Archer was drunk. Just like hundreds of thousands of other poor souls every year.
But he didn't have the courage to convince his father. Another time. Maybe once they grew closer.
His father's jaw jutted forward. "Between the keys and the skid marks, I've got the start of a solid case."
"Dad, how many cases have you been on where the intoxicated perp never hit the brakes? Come on."
"Sure. I'll give you that." His father smiled grimly. "But what about your mother's car? She never hit the brakes." He gestured at a photo of the pavement. "Explain to me how any sane person wouldn't slam on their brakes with headlights heading straight for them?"
His father's words hung in the room. He had no answer for that. Didn't want to find one. He'd spent way too many nights imagining the impact, picturing the sights and sounds as JJ's truck slammed into hers, sending both of them over the cliff. Digging back into those horrible moments would only renew the anguish.
He tugged at his tie. "I gotta run. Alyssa's waiting downstairs."
His father threw him a disgusted look and waved him away, turning his back as he focussed on the evidence board. "Yup."
Legs heavy after the disturbing conversation, Rollo clomped down the stairs.
But the sight awaiting him activated everything male, everything protective, down to the soles of his uncomfortable dress shoes.
Alyssa, in a bright blue dress, her long hair piled high on her head, a shy smile tilting up the corners of her mouth.
Stunning. It was the only word he could think of.
Viv grinned hard. "Nice, right?"
Nice didn't cover it. What a knockout. His ex, Wren's mom, was a beautiful woman, but she didn't have Alyssa's spark. Or her sense of constancy. Or her faith. Heaping those qualities on an already gorgeous woman shattered his resistance.
Wren giggled and poked her aunt with an elbow. The two of them shared knowing looks while Alyssa blushed and ducked her head.
He concentrated on not tripping down the stairs. He reached the ground, feeling exactly like the gangly boy who should have taken her to the prom all those years ago.
"You look amazing."
"Thanks. It's been a long time since I got dressed up."
Words, too many of them to make sense of, balled together in the back of his throat. He was simply thankful the sight of her lifted his soul out of the shadows cast by his father's obsession.
He crooked his arm, ready to escort her out. "Shall we?"
Viv opened the door for them. "You kids have fun. Make sure you're home before curfew."
Wren laughed at that. Alyssa, too.
"I never had to worry about that in high school," she confessed.
"You do now," he assured her.
Her eyes widened, but she didn't respond to his gentle teasing. Good thing, because he wasn't kidding.
If Alyssa Archer wanted his heart, he had no defenses.
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DESPITE ROLLO'S reaction to her new look, by the time they reached the high school parking lot, Alyssa was a wreck.
Harbor High was less than a mile north of the diner, but she hadn't been back in years. She used to take part in fundraisers, offering free meals at the Famished Fisherman as raffle prizes and such, but since JJ's accident, she avoided big gatherings. Except for Sunday church, and her regular bible study, and frequent visits with Nona, she kept to herself. She shopped at off-peak hours and made her hair appointments over the hill in Pasada. Until Rollo got back in town, she hadn't realized just how much her social circle had shrunk.
And now she had to dive straight into the shark tank.
A borrowed dress and a new hairstyle wouldn’t be enough to transform Cinderella into a princess. Not even Rollo's appreciative glances could do that.
Rollo hurried around the car to open her door. She thanked him with a smile, fully prepared to throw herself into her role as an amateur detective... until the muted thump of the dance music dissolved the last bits of her confidence.
He squeezed her hand. "Don't worry. You got this."
No. She didn't. But faced with Rollo's overwhelming confidence, she couldn't bring herself to back out. If her presence helped catch a killer, she was in.
He entwined his arm with hers and headed for the building. The closer she got, the slower she walked.
"It'll be okay," he said.
"You can't know that."
"Oh, but I do. Despite what the teenager in my home believes, I'm the Chief of Police. I know everything."
That made her laugh. Exactly as he intended, she suspected.
She loved that about him. As a big, strong, battle-tested alpha-male, it would have been understandable if he had no awareness of others' small fears, but he had a streak of empathy that was irresistible. Dangerously so.
They were close enough now that she could hear small waves of laughter over the general hum of music and conversation. Was the killer inside? What about her attacker? Was it one person or two?
A spurt of healthy anger evaporated some of her fear. No way she'd let the fear of stale gossip ruin Rollo's chances of solving either case.
She eyed the inch-wide gap in the dented steel doors of the gym. Despite his reassurances, they both knew he couldn't control other people's tongues. If the pain helped catch a killer, she was all for it.
She shouldered past Rollo and stepped inside, ready to face down the old demons.
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ALYSSA STEPPED into the gym and gasped. The place looked exactly the same. Not a bad thing, just a shock. She expected more changes after almost twenty years. New bleachers, or new paint. New smells, for sure.
For her, high school had been... average. She was lucky that way, neither a popular kid, nor a bullied one, she'd sailed through relatively unscathed.
Her scars had come later.
Rollo seemed equally disarmed. "Did we just enter a time warp?"
"I think so."
Crepe paper in the school colors, blue and white, crisscrossed the room. A vintage disco ball dangled from the basketball scoreboard. The overhead lights were off, leaving the place illuminated by a shifting variety of colored spotlights.
Was it her imagination, or did the conversation dim as they entered?
Rollo put a hand on her shoulder and bent close to her ear. "Showtime."
"Hello you!" Sissy DeLonghi raced toward them, wineglass in hand. "I knew you'd come."
By "you" Sissy clearly meant Rollo. She only glanced at Alyssa long enough to dismiss her dress before launching the full force of her considerable attention at Rollo.
"Let me get you set up." Sissy bent over the low table and scrawled Rollo's name on a name tag before doing the same for Alyssa.
She plastered Rollo's to his chest with a lingering pat. Alyssa's, she simply handed over.
Sissy had always gone after whatever she wanted with a singular enthusiasm. Some things never changed.
"Come by my table later," she commanded Rollo before sashaying off, a vision in floor-length sequins.
Alyssa put the woman out of her mind. Unless Sissy was a murderer, she didn't need to concern herself.
Her stomach roiled as she scanned the crowd for a familiar face. The Cove was a small place. People moved away after graduation. Only a handful of grads in Rollo's class stayed. Most of the guests would be out-of-towners she hadn't seen in a decade or more, circulating with spouses she'd never met.
Old yearbook photos lined the walls. Lots of wide grins and braces and grainy action photos of sports teams and cheerleaders. Most of the blown-up headlines from the local sports pages featured Bucky and Deacon Strong in their jerseys, clutching footballs and trophies. She'd forgotten how famous they were in The Cove back then. Shooting stars, on their way to a big name college, probably pro football contracts.
"What happened in college again?" she asked Rollo.
"One of them got injured. Can't remember which one, but both of them got dropped from the team after that. I was already in basic when it happened. Thanks for reminding me. I need to research the details."
"But Kaitlyn was long dead by then."
"You never know what a case'll turn on."
She swept her gaze over the room and shuddered. Kaitlyn's killer could be out there right now, dancing, nibbling on finger food or watching them, wondering just how close Rollo was to discovering their secret.
Like a shark, gliding beneath the depths until it was time to strike.
Presenting a fixed target suddenly seemed unwise. She tugged Rollo along. "I don't see Kaitlyn in any of these."
"Me, either."
A familiar face stood out in the background of one shot. She pointed. "There you are."
Rollo was posed behind the team's stars, helmet tucked under his arm, an uncomfortable smile tilting his lips. Memories slammed into her. The MacKenzies' boisterous house, full of shouting and wrestling, life and love.
She remembered his hair back then, long on top and unruly. She'd fantasized about owning the right to smooth it back.
"Ugh." He tugged her along. "Was I that serious all the time?"
"Uh, yeah."
What he called serious, she called wise. He was a born leader, always the calmest person in any group. Girls, including her, were drawn to his quiet strength, and he didn't even know it.
Probably still didn't.
She shifted her attention to the crowd. She might not recognize many of them, but they sure knew who she and Rollo were.
Sissy DeLonghi's doing. The tall blonde held court at a center table, her gaze skittering back to her and Rollo every few seconds, like a cat eying mice, musing about when to pounce.
Alyssa didn't have to hear the words coming out of that brightly painted mouth to know gossip was flowing freely.
Rollo bent close to her ear and raised his voice to be heard over the music. "Might as well dive in."
He aimed for a half-full table, two pretty women flanked by stocky men, both clearly bored beyond belief, while the women conversed animatedly.
"Hi," he said, and pointed to his name tag. "Rollo MacKenzie. Mind if we join you?"
The ladies quickly agreed, making the introductions to their husbands, who immediately went back to discussing the stock market.
Candace Benson and Sylvia Wong. Alyssa had a vague memory of the two women. Cheerleaders, but not the mean kind. From the way the ladies checked them out, she realized Viv was right. Gossip for gossip.
"Are you two an item?" Candace asked.
"No," Alyssa blurted out.
"You bet." Rollo kicked her lightly under the table as he lied. "You might not remember, but Alyssa is my sister, Viv's, best friend. I guess things just progressed from there. Right, babe?"
Mentally, Alyssa's jaw was on the floor. What was he doing? Their deception would crumble the minute they encountered someone who lived in town.
"It's all good," he said, as he tucked a strand of hair back behind her ear.
This time, the shiver down her back was pure pleasure.
The two women lit up.
"I don't recall you dating in high school," Sylvia said.
Rollo answered immediately. "We didn't. I was too dumb to see what was right in front of my eyes back then."
"So sweet," Candace murmured.
Sylvia made a face. "We heard about Kaitlyn Rudiger." Sympathy dissolved as she leaned in, her interest obvious. "Was she murdered? What happened?"
"Too soon to tell," he said. Then he leaned his elbows on the table, hunching closer as if he were about to drop a juicy bit of info. "I thought I remembered her dating someone in high school, but I can't remember who."
"Deak Strong," the women answered simultaneously.
Sylvia frowned. "And someone else." She tapped a finger on the tabletop. "I can't think...." After a minute she shrugged. "Sorry. It's gone. My memory's not what it used to be."
Rollo favored her with a grin. "I feel ya."
"Is Deak a suspect?" Candace asked, her voice breathless with interest.
Rollo feigned surprise. "No. Her death could have been an accident. We don't have a cause of death yet. I'm just trying to complete my investigation."
"That must be challenging, after all this time."
Rollo rolled his eyes, feigning an irritation Alyssa knew he didn't feel. He was a protector, a man steeped in the search for justice.
But he was also a skilled interrogator.
"You know it," he responded to the woman's point. "I don't suspect we'll come up with much, but I have to do the legwork. That's life, I guess."
Both women smiled politely.
Rollo's leg twitched beneath the table, and he drummed his fingers on the tabletop, suddenly fidgeting like a toddler.
He eyed the dance floor before holding a hand out to Alyssa. "You up for a spin?"
His offer made her freeze. Literally. Her brain barely computed the words. She couldn't open her mouth.
"Come on." He tugged her to her feet and out onto the floor.
The music had gotten more upbeat. Lots of couples were heading out.
"We'll be back," he said to the women and pulled her out into the middle of the floor.
"What's this about?" she asked. The music was louder here. She practically had to yell.
"That's all the info we'll get out of them," he said, shuffling his feet to the music. "I had to think of some excuse to escape. We've got lots more people to question. I want to know who else Kaitlyn Rudiger was dating."
Right. She matched his shambling steps, instantly becoming that shy, awkward girl who knew she didn't belong on the dance floor, attempting to mingle with the cool kids.
"I meant the part about us dating."
"Sets people at ease. If they're concentrating on that, they're not concentrating on the fact that I'm a cop."
Right. Only his strategy had the opposite effect on her. It made her imagine a shining future that would never happen.
Not that her needs mattered at the moment. She tried to concentrate on her inadequate dancing skills.
Luckily, they were immediately interrupted. From her seat at the center of the action, Sissy Delonghi flagged them down like a grounds crew person waving in an incoming plane.
Rollo held out his hand to her. "Sorry about this," he said, and led her over.
Sissy, the former prom queen, held court, flanked by three vaguely familiar faces. All four women offered her vague smiles, just this side of impolite, but Rollo earned delighted grins.
There was only one open seat at the table. Alyssa stepped aside, prepared to hover in the shadows, but Rollo dropped into the chair and pulled her down onto his lap.
She didn't hear the greetings he fired off. She was too busy trying to wrestle her emotions back into place. He was warm and strong and he wrapped his arms around her like it was the most natural thing in the world.
Despite her discomfort, she loved the way she fit against him.
Once the other women's eyebrows returned to their normal height, Sissy dove right in. "You must be investigating the case," she said to Rollo. "Tell us about it. Anything interesting?"
Rollo stiffened beneath her. She didn't blame him. "Interesting" was a strange word to describe a girl's death.
"Not much to investigate," he said. "But I do need to tie up any loose ends."
How did he conceal his emotions so well? Alyssa knew he was far from passionless about determining how Kaitlyn ended up in her well, but from his voice, you'd never know it.
Sissy shared a laugh with her entourage. "The drudgery of police work, I suppose."
"No kidding." Rollo shifted Alyssa to his right side, giving him a clear view of Sissy's face.
Alyssa stilled, sensing he was about to dive in.
"Maybe you can settle a bet for us," he said. "I know Kaitlyn and Deak Strong dated, but I thought there was someone else. Alyssa says no. We've got a steak dinner riding on the outcome."
The ladies eyed each other, clearly pleased to gather more intel on their relationship. Alyssa clenched her fists, trying not to give her true feelings away.
Why would anyone be so fascinated with her and Rollo when a girl from their school had died?
The ladies put their heads together, murmuring too softly for her to make out a word. The song in the background faded, and the DJ announced a quick break before putting on a softer tune to fill the space.
"Was it the water polo player?" a dark-haired woman asked. "You know, the blonde one. Surfer. Super cute."
Sissy waved her off. "You're talking about Garth Canfield. No way. By the way, have you seen him yet?" She pointed to a table near the DJ booth where an overweight, balding guy laughed with another group of women.
The ladies gasped unison, hands to chests. "That's Garth Canfield?" one of them said. "What a waste."
"Seriously." Sissy jabbed a crimson nail at the yearbook perched on the far end of the table. "But he never dated Kaitlyn. I can prove it. Hand me that."
One of her friends handed it over.
"I have this thing memorized," she said and thumbed through the book before tilting the open book toward them. "See? It was Bucky Buchanan."
The photo she pointed to was a group shot, part of the football team and a couple of cheerleaders, including Sissy and the ladies surrounding her now. And there was Bucky, an arm around Kaitlyn's shoulders. Kaitlyn beamed up at him. But the thing that caught Alyssa's eye was the ring, right there on the hand Kaitlyn had splayed across Bucky's chest.
The ring from the well.
Rollo raised her hand to his lips. "Babe, looks like you owe me a steak."
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THE PHOTO GAVE ROLLO CHILLS.
He schooled his features into a bored expression and eased Alyssa off his lap. The back of his neck tingled and his pulse ticked up, none of which he wanted to broadcast to an audience.
Bucky Buchanan. He never would have guessed.
"Mind if I borrow this?" He slipped the yearbook from Sissy's grasp.
She blinked up at him. "S-sure."
"Thanks." Book in hand, he grabbed Alyssa's arm. "There's Coach Richter. I want to say hi."
Once concealed by the crowd, he ignored the greetings from old classmates, and his former coach, Rollo led Alyssa to an empty table at the back of the gym. "Over here."
He needed to study that picture, and he wanted Alyssa's take on the thing, too. She knew the victim better than he did. Plus, one thing his special forces training had drummed into his brain was never overlook intel. Alyssa would see things he didn't.
He spun the book around so she could study it. "You're thinking the same thing I am, right?"
She leaned over the book. The sweet scent of vanilla displaced the last of Sissy Delonghi's heavy floral perfume. While Alyssa studied the shot, he breathed in her scent, letting it calm his heart.
She traced Kaitlyn's arm in the photo. "I can't believe it. Looks like Bucky's next on your list."
"I want to check something out first." He pulled out his phone and snapped a photo of the picture. "I'm sending this to my cyber geek friends. They might be able to dig us up some background before I question Bucky."
Star Hernandez from Knight Tactical responded immediately.
On it. Give me five minutes.
While Alyssa flipped through the yearbook, he studied the crowd, looking for Bucky and Deak Strong. No way the realtor would miss a chance to network. He didn't expect Strong to show up. The guy probably couldn't even afford a ticket, but you never knew.
When he glanced back, Alyssa was watching the dancers. He'd promised himself he wasn't going to do it. No way. No how. But the wistful look on her face hit him right in the heart. One dance. One silly dance. He could look as dumb as anything. She wouldn't care. Alyssa wasn't like that.
Her comment about not having to worry about curfew ate at him. She hadn't lived. Not as much as she deserved to. It was twenty years too late, but he could give her one lousy dance at the prom. It wouldn't kill him.
Most likely.
He rose and held out his hand. "Can I have this dance?"
For a moment, he thought she was going to refuse. Surprising how much that hurt, but then she smiled sweetly. "A real dance, or more undercover work?"
"Real. Definitely."
"Deal." She jumped up and led him straight to the center of the floor.
Leaving the yearbook on the table, he followed, wondering if his stiff limbs would move in any sort of rhythm. The pounding rock music helped. Between the jostling crowd and the lack of space, even an accomplished dancer would have had trouble strutting their stuff.
But the DJ quickly shifted the mood, starting up a slow ballad. Ugh. The only slow dance he'd ever done was at his wedding. The teasing afterward from the guys in his unit had been legendary.
He shuffled awkwardly, alternating between trying to ignore his footwork and go with the flow, and trying to sway with the beat. Alyssa had stiffened, too, clearly waiting for a cue from him.
Why had he never let Viv teach him how to dance?
A guy in a dark suit circled around them, his footwork effortless, his big body fully attuned to the music. He smirked and shoved Rollo at Alyssa. "It's a dance, dude, not a movie line. Hold her."
Rollo stopped himself from falling into her, only just. Taking her hands, he pulled her toward him, taking care to keep his body rigid. He didn't want to seem like he was coming on to her. She deserved more respect than that.
Then Alyssa took point. She relaxed against him, one arm at the small of his back, and urged him to follow the beat. Sweat popped out on his forehead, but he bit down on the unease and concentrated on following her steps. One. Two. One. Two.
Before he knew it, they were moving in unison.
And it felt amazing. His body and hers, moving together. He didn't know that about dancing. He closed his eyes, enjoying the riot of sensations.
Who knew when—or if—he'd get to hold her like this again?
A man could go his entire life without finding a woman who fit so perfectly—
His phone buzzed in his pocket, shattering the mood.
He pulled away to check the text.
Bingo.
"We gotta go," he told her, and headed back toward their table.
A couple had taken two of the other seats. They held the yearbook open between them, laughing and pointing at the pages.
He lifted the book out of their hands. "Sorry. Police business."
While they sat, open-mouthed, he splayed the book on the table, rifling through the pages until he found the photo of Bucky and Kaitlyn.
He ripped it out.
Alyssa and the couple gasped.
"Be right back." He stalked off to find Buchanan.
Sissy Delonghi might be a world-class gossip, but she wasn't a stupid woman. She knew Bucky was a suspect now. He needed to strike while he had the element of surprise.
Until he started looking for Buchanan, he hadn't realized how many of his former classmates had gone to seed. At least half the men were shaped exactly like Bucky, from the back, especially. With waists as large as their hips, and arms like sausages, it was hard to tell one from another.
He clenched the photo and rose on his tiptoes, looking for Bucky's distinctive comb-over.
There. In the corner by the water fountain. Bucky leaned against the wall, cocktail in hand, chatting up a curvaceous woman. Definitely not Mrs. Buchanan.
He stalked over, moving as quickly as he dared without drawing attention to himself. "Excuse us," he said, and forced himself between Bucky and his companion.
The dark-haired woman gasped. He ignored her. Putting the suspect on the defensive was more important than politeness.
A display of force would unsettle the softer man. Hit him fast and hard. Rattle the secrets out of him before he had a chance to think up a lie.
Bucky thrust out his arms, spilling his drink down his sleeve. The harsh smell of hard alcohol wafted up. "What are you doing?"
"We need to talk."
"MacKenzie, you're crazy. What's your problem?"
He shoved the torn page in Bucky's face. "Recognize this?"
"I-it's a photo from senior year. After some game we won, probably. So what?"
Rollo pointed at Kaitlyn's hand. "So what's your grandmother's ring doing on a dead girl's finger?"
"That's not my ring."
Rollo eyed him with pity. Everything would crumble now. Only a matter of time.
He crowded Bucky into the wall and waited.
"I was in love with her," Bucky muttered. "But she was into Deak. That's how it always went. He couldn't care less, but the girls wanted him anyway."
"What about the ring?"
"I thought if I asked her to marry me, she'd forget about him." He shoved his half-empty glass onto a bleacher and wiped his hand on his jacket. "Stupid idea. She took the ring, but then she ran off. Probably pawned grandma's ring first chance she got. "
"Where'd she go?"
"No idea. Tell you the truth, I didn't much care. Probably a good thing she took off. Saved me a lot of grief."
Interesting, but it wasn't the truth. Not all of it, anyway.
Rollo grinned. He thought he might already have a piece of the puzzle. "Your dad found out, didn't he? What did he do, threaten to cut off your inheritance if you married the girl?"
"No!" Bucky stared at him in horror. "It wasn't like that. My dad had no idea."
Not true. Rollo knew it for certain now. Bucky's pupils were dilated, his breathing shallow. Rollo's questions had activated his fear response. Too bad that wasn't enough to slap the handcuffs on.
Not yet.
"She up and left," Bucky insisted. "We were all at that last bonfire on the beach, and she disappeared. I figured she took off for Hollywood like she was always saying she would. My grandma's ring would buy her a month's rent at least. End of story."
"No, this isn't the end. Not until I figure out who's behind this."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
He got in Bucky's face, close enough to feel the man's breath on his cheek. "It means as soon as I have corroboration, you'll be in handcuffs."
Bucky sneered. A pitiful attempt. "Not gonna happen, MacKenzie."
Rollo shoved himself away. "Don't leave town. Oh, and Buckster? You should call your lawyer."
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ALYSSA TRIED to watch Rollo and Bucky, but swaying dancers and sprays of party balloons blocked her view. Would Bucky leave the party in handcuffs, or would Rollo determine he wasn't to blame?
When the song ended, the crowd parted to reveal Bucky, charging in her direction, red-faced and panting, Rollo about ten feet behind him.
None of the above, apparently.
She jumped to her feet, trying to prepare herself for an attack, but Bucky blew straight past.
He jogged her elbow, pausing only long enough to shoot her a malevolent glare. "You should have minded your own business."
He hit the exit behind her so hard, the door slammed back against the wall.
Alyssa shuddered. Such rage.
Chest heaving, Rollo skidded to a stop at her side. "You okay?"
She had to swallow twice before she could respond. "I think so. Do you think he did it?"
"Probably. But anger isn't proof. We have nothing tying him to the scene." He squeezed her shoulder. "Hang tight. I'm going to follow him."
Afraid of what Bucky might do, she wanted to protest, but then she realized there was no need. The guy was no match for a trained soldier.
She settled in to wait. While she watched Rollo's classmates dance and drink and swap life stories, they watched her. Most were polite enough not to stare, but not all. It was the women, mostly. They eyed her with a mixture of curiosity and pity that plunged her straight back to the bad old days after the accident.
She screwed her eyes shut, trying to block out the memories.
A tap on the shoulder startled her, making her heart slam against her ribs. She squeaked.
"Sorry. Didn't mean to scare you." The voice came from high above.
She looked up and up and up, craning her neck until she met the extraordinarily tall man's gaze. Brian Pierce. She remembered him. He was still as pasty white as he'd been back then. Brilliant, and socially awkward, he was one of those boys so into gaming he probably rarely came out of his basement.
He smiled sweetly, a reassuring reminder that not everyone in the building wanted the latest gossip. "Hi, Alyssa."
"Hi, Brian. Join me."
He slipped into the seat. "You were a few years behind us, right? You and Rollo's sister."
"Vivianne."
"Yeah." Now his smile turned wistful. "I remember. How you been?"
"Good. You?"
"Can't complain. I moved to LA after high school. Been there ever since. I'm at Cal Tech. Astrophysics," he confided.
"That's great, Brian. I always knew you'd do big things."
"You did?"
She made a face. "Hello? You're the smartest guy I ever met."
His gaze fell away, and he shrugged modestly. "Harbor High was a small place. Still is." Then he snapped his fingers. "I almost forgot. Rollo MacKenzie's looking for you. Apparently, he's waiting for you by the attendance office. Must want some alone time, if you know what I mean."
Alyssa ignored the brow wagging that accompanied that last statement. Had none of these people actually outgrown high school?
"Thanks. Excuse me."
She headed for the closest exit. Rollo must have found Bucky.
Happy to get away from the stares and the overwhelming din, she slipped out into the wide hallway. Blinding florescent light reflected off the slick beige linoleum, making her eyes water. She shielded her eyes, blinking hard.
The corridor was empty. She headed toward the office, amazed at how vivid her memory of the place was, twenty years later. Rollo probably chose the office so he could stay out of view. He wouldn't want too many nosy Nellys catching him questioning Bucky.
Her steps slowed as the reality hit her. Bucky had something to do with Kaitlyn's disappearance, and the fire at her new property. Smiling, jovial man's man, Bucky.
It made a horrible sense.
He had the professional connections to try and stop the sale of the house. Still, he must have known that at some point Kaitlyn's body would be found.
Or maybe not.
What was it Rollo said the other day? Stressed out people made mistakes. If Bucky did kill Kaitlyn, he would have been too young to reason through the aftermath. Eighteen-year-old Bucky would have put the whole thing out of his mind. Kids were good at magical thinking. And then, when her sale came close to being a reality, adult Bucky panicked.
JJ ended a life by accident. She often prayed that he'd been too drunk to realize what he did. But to murder someone in cold blood—or at the very least, hide her body and remain silent in the face of her family's grief—that took a special kind of evil.
She ran now, spurred on by the ghostly echo of her own footfalls. The walls seemed lower, the distances shorter, the halls narrower. Strange, given that she'd been a full-sized adult by the time she graduated.
Shuffling sounds reached her ear.
She sped up. "Rollo?" She called out as she rounded the corner.
"Hey." The soft greeting held a horrible menace.
Alyssa thrust her hands up, backing away as she tried to avoid the grasping hands, but she reacted too slowly.
Deak Strong still had an athlete's quickness. He slammed her against the wall and pressed a filthy palm over her mouth.
She squirmed, desperate to throw him off. She kicked out, but he smashed his forearm into her chest, pinning her. Her shoes brushed his legs, no force left in their blows.
She yanked one arm free and swiped at his face, hoping to gouge him with her nails.
"Don't," another voice commanded.
The barrel of a gun appeared over Deak's shoulder. "Stop struggling. You move, you die."
The face that came into view drained the last bits of hope from her soul.
She wouldn’t survive this. That wasn't the worst of it. Not even close.
If she didn't warn him, Rollo could die, too.
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"NO LUCK."
Will Natchez's statement punched Rollo in the gut. Why had he left Alyssa alone? He knew better. In his haste to nail Buchanan, he turned his back at exactly the wrong time. His enemy—Alyssa's enemy—had taken full advantage.
Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.
Finding the body convinced him the threat to Alyssa had been neutralized. He'd missed something, and now Alyssa was in danger.
His gut roiled.
Once he realized both Alyssa and Bucky were unaccounted for, he called the Santa Bella deputies on duty over the weekend. They were half an hour out. So he roused his own team.
First Rosalie, then Natchez and Evans and his two patrol men. Most of them he missed, but Natchez answered on the first ring. The detective made it out to the gym in less than ten minutes.
Once Natchez and Rosalie arrived, he flipped on the gymnasium lights and had the DJ kill the music. "I'm looking for Alyssa Archer and Bucky Buchanan," he announced, using the DJ's mic. "If you've seen them recently, find one of us. For now, please have a seat. You're in no danger, but until we determine that Mrs. Archer and Mr. Buchanan are unharmed, no one's leaving. Sorry, folks."
Harsh demands for information punctuated the fervent murmurs of outrage that swept through the space. He ignored them all.
Rosalie and Natchez coordinated a quick search of the hallways with no luck. All the doors to the building were unlocked because of the reunion, so they could have slipped out through eight different doorways.
"He's got to be here somewhere," Rollo muttered. Maybe if he repeated the line enough, it would work, like a hokey magic trick.
He needed help. He briefly considered rounding up his siblings, but until he established a search parameter, there wasn't much point.
Knight Tactical could help with that. He slammed a fist down on the stage, startling several groups at the closest tables. With one eye on the exits, he texted Ethan Hernandez. He outlined the problem and specified his location. If Bucky had taken Alyssa off-property, he'd do it in a vehicle. No way he'd be able to drag an unwilling woman more than a few hundred feet.
Ethan responded instantly. He'd access traffic cams, commercial surveillance feeds and... other stuff he didn't specify.
Rollo was grateful for the man's discretion. Hernandez would tap into any kind of surveillance footage he could get, private or not. Leaving Rollo out of the loop offered him at least a veneer of plausible deniability. Not that it would matter if Alyssa wasn't found safe.
Rosalie was crossing the dance floor, towing a tall man by the sleeve. "Chief, this gentleman has some information. Tell him," she ordered once they reached Rollo.
Brian Pierce. The Big Brain. Maybe this would be a break. Brian had been a strange kid, but he was smart.
"I had just come out of the bathroom when a guy approached," Brian said. "He asked me to tell Alyssa that you were looking for her. You'd be by the attendance office."
Rollo pressed a finger to his own chest. "Me?"
"Uh huh."
Rollo wanted to shake the information out of the man, but he reined himself in. Brian Pierce. Smartest guy in his graduating class. Come on, Brian, he begged silently. Help me out.
Keeping the desperation out of his voice, he smiled encouragingly. "Describe him."
"Not tall, not short. Not fat..." The man grimaced. "Sorry. I'm not good at this stuff."
Rosalie touched his arm. "It's okay. Most people aren't."
Brian's Adam's apple bobbed in the center of his long throat. "Sure. I can see that."
Rollo clenched his fists. Hurry! Spit it out.
"Not Bucky Buchanan," Rollo guessed.
"Definitely not. I know Bucky." The man thought for a moment. "I'm sorry. I didn't get a good look. Wasn't really paying attention. But I can tell you, the guy smelled." He waved a hand in front of his face. "Whew. Big time sweat going on. I thought that was weird. And he mumbled, like maybe he was drunk or just kind of weird."
Deak Strong. Had to be.
Could the former quarterback be working with Bucky?
He smacked Pierce in the chest. "Thanks, dude. Very helpful." Then he turned to Rosalie. "I want an APB on Deak Strong, Bucky Buchanan, too."
Chances were the former high school buds were working together. Why, he had no idea, but his gut told him Deak didn't have the brainpower to grab Alyssa on his own.
"You got it." Rosalie reached for the microphone clipped to the shoulder of her uniform and alerted county dispatch.
Brian Pierce's eyes grew wide. "Wow. Real police stuff. Fascinating. Can I tag along?"
Rollo resisted the urge to punch the guy in the face. Brilliant as he was, Brian was a civie. His curiosity was genuine. He didn't mean anything by it.
"No can do." He turned away.
The crowd had settled in. The murmurs subsided, exchanged for urgent whispers and the sound of yearbook pages flipping.
Before he could plan his next step, his phone buzzed. A text from Will Natchez.
Found Buchanan. East hallway. Coat closet. I'll wait.
Rollo's hope soared. Find Bucky; find Alyssa.
He shouldered the exit door open and sprinted down the hallway, weapon in hand. Once he hit the corner, he slowed. Natchez stood to the side of the janitor's closet, gun drawn, a finger to his lips.
Rollo approached silently. Once he was in position, Natchez put a hand to his ear.
Low murmurs drifted out from beneath the door. Bucky's voice. The woman wasn't Alyssa.
Judging from the giggles and sighs, she wasn't in danger either.
"Oh, Bucky!" she cried.
Rollo's patience evaporated. They were wasting precious seconds. He pounded on the door with the butt of his gun. "Police. Come out slowly with your hands up."
While Rollo covered him, Natchez yanked the door open.
Hands in the air, Bucky stumbled out of the dim room. He'd shed his jacket, and his hair was tousled. Lipstick stained the rumpled collar of his shirt. A woman emerged from behind him.
Not Alyssa. Not Mrs. Bucky Buchanan, either.
Bucky's face went from pasty white to red. He lowered his hands. "MacKenzie, you are so fired."
"Whatever. Where's Alyssa?"
"How should I know?"
"Stop pretending. Where did Deak take her?"
"Deak? I didn't even know he was here tonight."
Much as Rollo wanted to doubt him, Bucky's non-verbals showed the opposite. Guy was telling the truth.
"We're not friends," Bucky protested. "The guy's a weirdo. Too many hits to the head or too many quarts of vodka, or whatever. He's messed up. Has been for years."
The woman behind him had her arms around her waist. She watched them with cold eyes. "What's going on, Bucky?"
"Nothing, Marsha. The chief here's just making a fool of himself, is all. Be quiet."
From the look she shot Bucky, he was lucky she wasn't armed.
Bucky spread his pudgy hands in a silent plea. "Okay, look. I drove past the Martinetti place last Sunday. But I didn't stop. I was on my way to Marsha's, right, sweetie?"
"That's true," the woman said. "I live in Altara."
Bucky smirked. "I wasn't crazy about the wife finding out. You know how it is."
"I don't."
"Me, either," Natchez added. "But go on."
Bucky shrugged haplessly. "That's it. That's all I was gonna say. I haven't even seen Alyssa tonight. No idea where she went."
A sharp exclamation rang down the hallway. A blonde woman about his age flew around the corner, sliding on the slick flooring. She jabbed a finger at Bucky. "You're still seeing her."
Horror registered on the man's face. "No, baby. I told you, that was a misunderstanding."
For a second, Rollo thought Bucky's wife might launch herself at him, but she pulled up short and addressed Rollo. "Did I hear you right about Bucky's car?"
He nodded.
Natchez moved between Bucky and his wife.
She straightened her dress. "How reliable's your information?"
"Very."
She bit her lower lip. "It's true, then. He's been seeing that woman for months. Years, maybe. What do I know? If his car was seen heading toward Altara, he was on his way to climb into her bed."
So it wasn't Bucky. Which meant Deak Strong, the crazy, unknown quantity, had taken Alyssa.
Bucky was jabbering now, trying to ingratiate himself with his wife, while his mistress glared daggers from behind him. She threw his failed football career in his face. Once Deak Strong's knee got trashed, Bucky's career died, too. She should have called off the engagement the minute he got cut from the team. Would have saved her decades of disappointment.
Rollo had half a mind to let Bucky face his wife's wrath right there in the hallway, but unlike her snake of a husband, Mrs. Buchanan had a touch of class.
She smoothed the skirt of her dress, ran a hand over her hair, setting the curls back in place, and turned on one stylish heel. "Find another place to stay," she told her husband before she stalked off. "You're not welcome in my home."
Natchez raised an eyebrow in question.
Rollo holstered his own weapon. "Let 'em go. Deak Strong's the man we're looking for."
Out of options for now, he lifted a prayer.
Dear Jesus, please protect Alyssa through this ordeal. Shield her with the strength of your love. And Lord? Tell her I'm coming.
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ALYSSA LAY on her side across the back seat of her father-in-law's old truck, hands bound behind her, mouth gagged, trying not to panic as Paul Buchanan sped through the night. Deak Strong watched over her from the passenger seat while Buchanan drove, holding Buchanan's gun on her.
Fortunately for her, Deak liked to talk. He fidgeted like a bored pre-schooler, rocking back and forth in his seat while he pestered Bucky's father with questions.
"How far we going, Mr. B?"
"You think anybody saw us?"
"What'll we do if the police show up?"
While Deak babbled, she tried to make sense of the bizarre scene.
Paul Buchanan hired Deak to start those fires. Not Bucky. And certainly not her father-in-law. Which meant Paul had killed Kaitlyn. Or he knew who did.
But why?
A tear rolled down her cheek. She pressed her face to the rough upholstery, wiping it away.
"Thou art my hiding place." She whispered the Psalm silently, barely moving her lips. "Thou shalt preserve me from trouble; thou shalt compass me about with songs of deliverance."
If ever she needed her faith to sustain her, the time was now.
"What'd you bring her for?" Deak asked.
"She's my ticket out, son." The first question Buchanan deigned to answer.
Deak chuckled. "Sure. You're gonna blame her for killing that chick. Smart move, Mr. B."
Buchanan punched him in the arm. "You know it."
But that wasn't it. There was no way Paul Buchanan could blame her for Kaitlyn's murder. She'd been too young. Plus, what motive would she have had?
And why frame her? What would it gain him?
"He had to do it."
Alyssa gasped, shrinking back as Deak's face loomed over the back seat. He stared at her, eyes wild beneath his greasy locks. "Mr. B had to get rid of that stupid girl. She was always hanging around, causing trouble. Bucky and I got into a fight 'cause of her."
"Be quiet," Buchanan ordered him, but Deak was in his own world now.
"She would have ruined everything," he said. "You were the smart one, Mr. B."
"I know, Deak. I know."
The soft menace in the man's voice made her quiver. He was going to kill her. His small protest aside, he didn't really care if Deak told her everything. She wouldn't be alive to repeat a thing.
He didn't want to frame her for Kaitlyn Rudiger's murder. He wanted to frame Deak. If Deak killed another woman, Paul and his son would be free from suspicion. Everything would be tied up in a tidy package.
The Buchanan Realty empire would stand.
Terror fuddled her brain, but she forced it away. With her hands bound behind her, and two assailants, one with a gun, she'd have to watch for the slightest opening. The odds weren't in her favor, but she had her faith.
The Lord would show her the way out of this horror if she was sharp enough to seize the opportunities He presented.
But Buchanan turned off the highway before any brilliant plan occurred to her. She dug her knees into the back of the seat, trying to avoid being tossed onto the floor.
Deak giggled. "Almost home," he said in a sick parody of a singsong voice.
That made Buchanan laugh, too. "Back to the scene of the crime."
She was right. They'd brought her home. Back to the site of Kaitlyn's murder.
Maybe her lucky break. She lifted a prayer of thanks.
With nowhere else to search, Rollo would send someone out to check her property.
All she had to do now was survive long enough for them to reach her.
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"YOU'RE LOOKING for that pickup from the photos," said Christian Murphy, the SEAL sniper who introduced Rollo to the Knight Tactical team a year ago called Rollo back this time. "The one registered to Hilton Archer. Ethan says you know who that is."
Rollo lifted a prayer of thanks for his friends at Knight Tactical. "Copy that. You got a timeframe?"
"Of course. Truck crossed the intersection closest to the high school sixteen minutes ago, heading south on Main. Cameras caught it twice more in as many minutes."
"Let me guess. Still heading south. Highway One."
"Bingo."
"Thank you, bro. And thank Ethan and Star. That's all I needed."
"We can do air support," Murphy offered. "Ethan says we can have drones in the air in less than ten minutes. We've got night vision apparatus and heat detection devices."
The offer tempted him, but Knight Tactical was over an hour away by air. The soldier in him knew this would all be over before the drones reached The Cove.
"Negative." He declined the offer.
"I figured. ETA's not in the window."
"Exactly. If the situation changes, I'll be calling."
"We'll be ready. Be safe, my friend." Murphy disconnected the call.
"Looks like something made your day."
Will Natchez's voice made Rollo jump. He bobbled his phone before shoving it back in his pocket.
"You got a break," Natchez insisted.
"We did. Whoever has Alyssa's probably on their way out to her property. I've got an idea."
Natchez looked doubtful. "Your intel's that good?"
"Oh, yeah."
"Pays to have friends in high places."
The detective was fishing. Let him. Rollo had no intention of revealing his civilian connection.
The detective grinned, showing white teeth behind his dark scruff of a beard. "I see how it is. Rock on. Sir." The title was a belated add-on.
Rollo ignored the jibe. "You're with me."
Natchez snapped back to his usual professional manner. "I'll radio the others."
"No. Leave the sheriff's guys and Rosalie here. I want them beating the bushes in the neighborhood, just in case I'm wrong. Send Evans up to have a chat with Hilton Archer. He'll probably find the guy home in front of the TV, but tell him to be alert, just in case."
Natchez looked stunned. "We're gonna want the extra manpower."
"Not necessary. I've got other back up." Rollo waved him off and thumbed his phone. Time to call in the MacKenzie cavalry.
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PAUL BUCHANAN GUNNED the truck up her rutted road. By the time he slammed on the brakes, her stomach was heaving. She tried not to gag, but motion sickness and fear made it a close thing.
Now Buchanan leaned over the seat, his heavy jowls sagging beneath overly bright eyes. "Don't vomit in Hilton's truck, girlie. He won't like that."
She looked away, but he only laughed.
"I thought you might recognize the truck," he said. "Hilton's a friend. I borrow it all the time. Not that the fool knows it." He rubbed the sun-faded dashboard. "She used to be mine. Hilton was dying to have her, so I sold it to him, right after the Rudiger girl... disappeared. I hated to part with her, but discretion and all that...." He chuckled. "Better safe than sorry."
He slapped a hand on the seat back. "All right, son. Time for that drink I promised you. I left a cooler down by the cliffs. You know, the place where you kids used to make bonfires."
Deak grunted and slipped out of the passenger seat without giving her so much as a glance.
Paul waited, probably watching him, before he looked down at her over the back seat. "You wait here, girlie. I won't be long. Boy can't hold his liquor much anymore." He laughed again, a raw, grating sound full of menace. "I dropped one useless girl down that well. Won't be a problem to send down another." He sketched her a salute and shimmied out from behind the wheel, slamming the door so hard the whole truck shook.
She swallowed hard, trying to work her tongue around the gag. Why didn't he shoot her?
Because either he, or Deak, was supposed to snap her neck and drop her in the well. The optics would play better. He needed the MO to be the same. Two dead females, one killer.
She groaned, shivering as a movie of Kaitlyn Rudiger's last minutes played through her mind. No. She would not succumb to evil.
But there were two of them, and a gun Paul Buchanan clearly wouldn't be opposed to using.
Despair swamped her until a warm glow filled her soul. Jesus was with her. Always had been. Always would be.
Her mind cleared, like a fog burning off under a summer sun.
The liquor. Buchanan planned to get Deak drunk. Then he'd kill her and leave Deak to take the blame.
Maybe not. Maybe he'd kill Deak, too.
Either way, at least one of them would be incapacitated soon. Deak might already be drunk.
That left Buchanan and his gun.
She had to get away. Now was her chance. The surf boomed. High tide tonight. He might not hear her escaping over the noise. And he wouldn't see her. The cliffs were below the rise. A low hill, and the house, would shield her from view.
But her hands were bound behind her. Useless. She squirmed around enough to sit up and edged toward the door, then maneuvered herself around to grasp the handle with sweat-slicked fingers.
The doors were locked. She tried to grab the nub at the top of the lock with her teeth, but it didn't stick up high enough. Panicked now, she had to wait for her vision to clear, losing precious seconds while her heart hammered against her ribs.
The front seat. If she could just get into the front seat...
She dove headfirst over the seat and lifted her legs, running her feet across the dashboard to help her spin around. Now she had it.
"Thank you, Lord," she prayed, as she pressed her face between the driver's door and the steering wheel. Her tongue just reached the lock buttons.
Yes!
The locks released. Hands shaking with relief, she eased herself back until she could grab the door handle. She released it, hitting the dirt so hard she bit her tongue.
The taste of blood flood her mouth, but she barely paused to draw breath. Shielded by the truck, she staggered to her feet.
Why they hadn't bothered to bind her ankles, she'd never know. The Lord's grace, or simply Buchanan's incompetence. Both, certainly.
But she only had one thing on her mind now. Escape.
But how? Where?
The road back to the highway led through old pasture land. No trees or bushes to conceal her. She'd be visible from the truck. Once they realized she’d gotten away, they'd chase her down easily.
She'd have to hide on the property. But they'd find her there, too. The empty barn and the house offered the only shelter. Only a matter of time before Buchanan cornered her.
But she had tools in the barn. She could cut the bindings, at least, and grab something to use as a weapon.
The edge of the rusted bench grinder bolted to a sagging work bench did the trick. It felt like it took hours to saw through the ropes, but there was still no movement outside by the time she finished, her wrists raw, and her shoulders aching from holding her hands behind her for so long.
Blood rushed back into her wrists and fingers, sending sharp spikes of pain through the starved nerve ends. She sidled up to the half-open door and peered out.
Hilton's truck sat ten feet from the barn. She didn't detect any motion beyond. No lights or voices, only the pounding of the surf along the unbroken coastline.
Too bad Deak had sent her purse sailing across the parking lot. Not that it mattered. There wouldn't be any cell service, anyway.
So she could hide here, cowering in a dark corner, and pray that Rollo found her before Paul Buchanan returned, or she could do something bold. Something her attackers wouldn't see coming.
She could run closer.
Feeling the last minutes of her life ticking away, she chose to have faith. Chose to be brave. Chose to take her fight to the enemy.
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VIVIANNE'S pretty blue pumps would have to go. Alyssa stripped them off her feet. She needed functional shoes and a weapon.
Barefoot, she ran as fast as she could toward the house, ignoring the jabs of pain every time she landed on a pebble.
The windows were dark. No beams of light shone from inside. Buchanan must have Deak down by the cliffs—if he hadn't killed the guy already. From the porch, she could see the path leading over the gentle hill toward the ocean. He'd be back any minute, charging toward the truck to drag her out.
She slipped into the house, holding the door so it wouldn't bang, and grabbed the rain boots she kept next to the kitchen door. Now for a weapon. But what? She didn't own a gun. Not even a baseball bat.
Her thoughts ping ponged from one thing to the next. A frying pan would require getting too close. Same for a kitchen knife and the fireplace poker. She groaned, trying to recall the few self-protection seminars she'd taken over the years.
Spray. She didn't have mace, but she had fixative for her drawings. She threw a worried look out the window before charging up the stairs, two at a time.
Paint and brushes scattered as she dove her hands into her box of art supplies. She scrabbled through it in the dark, searching for the familiar can.
Success. She shook the can. Almost full.
It was the best she could do. She raced to the window. The height gave her a better perspective. The moon had just risen. Not full, but nearly half. Enough illumination to see detail in the knee-high grass flanking the path.
No movement.
She couldn't see the edge of the cliffs themselves, but she could picture them in her mind. At least fifty feet above the surf, with treacherous edges, most ready to give way at any moment. The ragged end of her land would be the perfect place for an accident.
Or a suicide.
That must be Buchanan's plan. Why else would he lead Deak to the most remote part of the property? And why offer him alcohol?
Buchanan was going to incapacitate him, then throw him off. After that, he'd come for her. No one but him would know the deaths took place in the wrong order.
She clattered down the stairs, catching herself at the bottom before she flew head first across the floor. Spray in one hand, she yanked the poker out of the brass stand, sending the rest of the fireplace tools spilling across the floor.
Sound wouldn't matter much anymore. Deak would be drunk, or dead, by now. Buchanan would be back for her any minute.
She pictured the south side of the property in her mind. She wasn't as familiar with it as the sunnier, northern part of her land, but she had walked that way once, when she was inspecting the property. An old trail, barely visible anymore, circled behind the barn and came up along the very edge of the cliffs that defined the ocean-side of her land.
The overgrown bushes on the southern edge offered the only concealment. A stand of stunted cypress and sticky-leaved yerba santa hugged a tiny hillock surrounding a granite boulder that thrust its way out of the long grass. Plenty of cover for a single person, but the move wasn't without risk.
If Buchanan caught sight of her, there'd be nowhere to run.
It was a stupid place to hide. Exactly what she was counting on. He'd never suspect her to move in so close.
Once she was in position, she'd have to pray that Rollo found her first.
Her bare feet sweated in the rubber boots. She dug her toes in, trying to hold them in place as she trotted as fast as she dared in the darkness.
The blast of the waves exploding against the sheer rock grew louder, drowning out her own ragged breathing. Finally reaching the cliff, she inched her way along the trail, trying to stay well away from the crumbling edge. The thicket rose ahead, shielding her from view. She plunged straight into it. Branches cut her arms and legs, but she was closing in on Buchanan's position. She didn't dare step away from her hiding place. So she forged ahead, trying to move as silently as possible as the branches plucked at her limbs and hair. Dead leaves rustled as animals, both small and large, skittered out of her path.
Once she reached an open spot in the foliage, she peeked through the bushes. A gasp escaped her lips. She dropped the poker and slapped her hand over her mouth.
Buchanan was less than twenty feet away, his back to her.
She lifted a prayer for the deep roar of the surf that saved her from detection.
Buchanan stood over Deak, who sat cross-legged on the ground, rocking back and forth. Relief flooded her. Not dead yet.
The grip of Buchanan's handgun stuck out at the small of his back. He reached down and yanked Deak to his feet. "Get up!" he ordered, but Deak was clearly beyond reason.
He hoisted the other man to his feet, but Deak's legs were barely functional. A groan morphed into an all out yell as Buchanan strained to lift the other man. The fury in his tone made her whimper.
Deak's head lolled back, and his mouth gaped open, a wide, black hole. Moonlight glinted off an empty glass bottle. Booze, judging from the astringent odor even the sea air couldn't erase.
Bending low, Buchanan wrapped Deak's arm over his shoulders and stood, taking Deak's weight on one hip. Then he staggered toward the edge. Ten feet more, and he'd send Deak hurtling to the rocks below.
The surf pounded, sending shock waves through the earth as it slammed into the shore. She couldn't let him kill Deak. Couldn't cower while he threw the man to his death. Horror overrode her sense of self-preservation. She had to act.
But what could she do? She was too far away to use her makeshift weapons. She'd have to confront Buchanan. She tightened her grip on the can of fixative and hoisted the poker.
Not much protection against a handgun, but he had it tucked away, and he had his hands full with Deak. If she got the timing exactly right, she could spray him in the face and smack him with the poker. That should take him down long enough for her to run.
It would give Deak a chance, at least. A small one, but it was all she could manage.
Swearing loudly, Buchanan staggered backwards, away from the edge, pushed off-balance by Strong's dead weight.
Now. She had to strike now.
She jumped out from behind the gnarled cypress, spray can in hand, screaming at the top of her lungs.
Buchanan turned, but he moved too quickly. Limbs boneless, Deak slid out of his grasp. Buchanan blinked, eyes searching the area for a few precious seconds before he spotted her.
By then, she was on him. Aiming the spray straight at his eyes, she charged, screaming and yelling, her own fear adding to the sound and fury.
He smashed his hands to his eyes and staggered sideways. She kept coming. If she wanted to save Deak—and herself—she had to fell Buchanan before he grabbed the gun.
The air shimmered around her, the roar of the surf growing louder by the second, so loud now that the ground buzzed with energy.
Two more feet and she'd have him. Two. More. Feet.
Blinking and swearing and swiping at the tears streaming from his eyes, Buchanan eluded her reach. He tripped over Deak, but stayed on his feet.
So close. She almost had him.
And then he had the gun in his hand. Face contorted with rage, he swung the pistol in her direction.
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ROLLO JUMPED out of the squad car before it stopped rolling, sprinting straight past Alyssa's house so fast he tumbled head over heels, only just managing to hang onto his weapon. Fear for Alyssa kept his legs churning long past the time his lungs had given up supplying him with sufficient air.
The thunder of helicopter blades split the night, tearing his attention away from the three figures near the edge of the cliff. A white and orange Coast Guard airship roared into view from around the point. Floodlights raked the cliff as the machine raced closer, finally centering on Paul Buchanan. The man was pointing a gun at Alyssa.
"No!" Rollo screamed, and ran harder.
He'd never make it in time. Was he about to watch Buchanan kill her? A harsh sob cut through his chest. He wasn't going to make it. But he could shoot. He drew his weapon, automatically widening his stance and trying to quiet his breathing. Between breaths, he pulled the trigger. But his shot went wide. Buchanan didn't even hear it over the engine noise.
He raised his weapon again, sighting in on the man's chest, just as the helo pulled in close, widening the circle of light bathing his target.
The sound was deafening, but the commanding voice over the machine's loudspeaker cut straight through the noise. "Freeze. We are armed and we will fire."
Red light from inside the helicopter outlined two black-clad forms seated in the open doorway behind the copilot, holding two menacing assault rifles aimed straight at the killer. "Drop your weapon."
Rollo fell to his knees. From that distance, they'd take Buchanan down, but not before he shot Alyssa.
Dear Lord, let her live. Let Buchanan make the right decision.
Buchanan dropped the gun and raised his arms overhead.
The helicopter nosed even closer to the cliff, raking the area with hot white light from its powerful searchlight. Strong was slumped on the ground near the edge of the cliff. Buchanan stood a few feet away, hands still in the air. Alyssa stood, frozen in place, a few yards to his left.
Rollo climbed to his feet and stumbled onward, sidearm in hand. Beneath the sweat of exertion, he shivered, arms quivering so hard he could barely hold on to his sidearm. The light from the searchlights illuminated individual blades of grass and the fear in Deak Strong's glazed eyes. And Alyssa's haunted, but thankful smile.
He jogged over to her, eying the bloody scratches covering her arms and legs. "You okay?"
"Definitely."
He wiped the sweat from his eyes and shot a glance at Buchanan. "I'll be right back."
"I'm not going anywhere."
It took everything he had not to sink down beside her and wrap her in his arms, but her assailants needed to be secured. He unclipped his badge from his belt and held it above his head as he approached Buchanan, letting his fury shine.
"Don't fire," a voice called out over the loudspeaker. "That's my big bro."
Rollo laughed shakily and waved up at the helo. Leave it to Enzo to make an entrance.
His amusement faded as he came face to face with the man who came so close to killing Alyssa. He kicked Buchanan's discarded pistol out of reach and leveled his own weapon at Buchanan's center mass. "Get on the ground and spread your arms."
The older man's knees flexed, but instead of dropping, he ran.
The spotlight followed him as he fled back up the hill, toward Alyssa's house.
"Oh, man." Rollo could easily catch the guy, but he didn't want to get too far away from Alyssa.
And he was through running. He filled his lungs, ready to sprint after Buchanan, but two squad cars hurtled over the hill, headlights bouncing crazily as the vehicles flew over the uneven ground. They cut Buchanan off.
The man pivoted, falling to his knees as he turned back toward the cliff.
Rollo raised his weapon, ready to drop him if he swerved in Alyssa's direction, but the man kept to the north, staggering straight toward the cliff.
"Freeze," Enzo ordered over the loudspeaker. "Freeze right there."
But Buchanan kept running.
Rollo gritted his teeth, computing the trajectory. He fired off a shot, hoping to bring the man down with a non-lethal strike, but he missed.
With a guttural cry, Buchanan flew straight over the edge.
Rollo ran to the spot, a sheer drop off. He stared down at the churning sea. The helo trained its beam on the surf, but all he saw was yards and yards of white foam. The tide was up, the current deadly, sucking thousands of tons of water through granite spires sharp as shark teeth.
Light shot out from an approaching boat. The Harbor Patrol. He wasn't close enough to discern features, but he knew, with a brother's intuition, that Teo was driving. The sleek motorboat inched closer and closer to the rocks.
Don't, he urged silently. Don't risk it.
But Teo was an expert sailor. He wouldn't risk his crew, not when the fifty-foot drop likely killed Buchanan on impact.
A second later, the powerful engines reversed, pulling the boat away from the impact zone. Once safely in deeper water, the boat turned broadside. Illuminated by the helo's spotlight, Teo and Dante waved. D must have been off duty when he got Rollo's message. One good thing about Teo running the harbor patrol: he could bring anybody he wanted along, even a firefighter.
They'd stay on the scene, waiting to recover the body, if the current dragged it out far enough. Barring that, Teo would coordinate with other local authorities for retrieval.
Mesmerized by the foaming surf, and shocked to the core by Buchanan's suicide, Rollo breathed. In. Out. In. Out. No matter how bad the op, the technique never failed to center him. Spray boiled up from the water. The fishy, salty scent was practically embedded in his bones.
It helped.
Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.
He turned his back on the surging ocean.
"Scene secured," Enzo noted over the loudspeaker. "CG Dolphin Fiver clear. Heading back to base." He spun the helo on its axis and sped off.
Paul Buchanan's body would surface at some point, but for now, the sea could have him.
Body and mind aching, Rollo trudged past Natchez and Rosalie, who were handcuffing Deak Strong. Reading him his rights would have to come later, after a hospital check. Once a doctor cleared him, Strong could look forward to a long interrogation.
Alyssa was standing now, arms wrapped around her waist, her gaze fixed on the spot from where Buchanan jumped. "Is he dead?"
Her plaintive question froze him in his tracks. "Yup."
She bent her head. "Dear Lord, we commend his soul into your tender care."
He added his own silent plea for Paul Buchanan's soul, then swept Alyssa into his arms, burying his face in her salt-scented hair.
"That was too close," he whispered. "Way, too close."
She shuddered against him, her response muffled by his arm.
"Who'll make me blueberry pancakes?" He said the first thing that came into his mind.
A delicate fist smashed into his chest.
He staggered back. "What'd I say?"
"I risk death, and you want pancakes?"
Her playful tone soothed him better than any balm. "Too soon?"
"No." Smiling hard now, she shook her head. "Never."
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"HE TOLD me he killed her. He did it for us. For me and Bucky. We were going places."
The wreck that was Deak Strong didn't sound like he believed his own words, but after a few hours in his company, Will Natchez wasn't sure the man believed in anything anymore. At least the guy was sober now. Mostly. The ER staff had pumped the drugs and alcohol out of his system. Sleep did the rest.
With Buchanan dead, it looked like they had Kaitlyn Rudiger's killer, but there were loose ends to tie up. Strong faced arson and assault and kidnapping charges, and there was the possibility, however remote, that the brain-dead jock had been in on the murder.
That's why Will had agreed to let Vivianne MacKenzie help him interrogate Deak Strong. No way they'd let him slide for murder if there he'd been an accessory.
Word in the local law enforcement community was Dr. Vivianne MacKenzie was a top-notch forensic psychologist. Easy on the eyes, too. Couldn't hurt, he figured. Besides, the chief's suggestion was more of an order.
Will glanced down at the recorder in his hand. The red button remained on. Perfect. He didn't want to miss a syllable of Strong's confession.
From the other side of Strong's hospital bed, Vivianne MacKenzie nodded encouragingly. "Did he say why he killed her?"
Deak squirmed, tugging at the handcuffs clipped to the railings. "Bucky and I were gonna be big. Mr. B said she wasn't good for us. 'She'll suck you dry, son.' That's what he used to tell me."
"But she got engaged to Bucky, didn't she? Were you angry?"
"Nope. I like girls, but I was a kid. I wasn't into playing house. I was happy for the guy. But his dad blew a gasket. Bucky was scared. He was super glad when the chick disappeared."
Vivianne stared straight into Strong's eyes, her own expression soft. Caring. "But she didn't disappear, did she, Deak?"
"No." Eyes half closed, he turned away. "I didn't know that. I swear. Not until Mr. B hired me to scare that other woman away. I didn't want to. She never did nothing to me. But Mr. B said I had to. If they found Kaitlyn, they'd think I killed her. So I did what he said."
A single tear ran down his weathered face. "I'm going to jail, aren't I?"
Vivianne patted his hand and looked up at Will. He nodded.
"For a while," she told Strong.
Will Natchez switched off the recorder and grinned at her. They got it, a clean confession.
She got it.
The chief wasn't joking when he said his sister was a brilliant psychologist. It hadn't taken two minutes for her to have the wreck of a man eating out of her hand.
He pocketed the recorder and held the door to the hospital room open for her. "Nice work, Doc."
All he got in response was an arched brow.
What was that about? He knew women. He could see the signs. He'd sparked her interest.
But she was denying it. To both of them.
She breezed out the door and started down the hallway toward the elevators.
"Yo, Doc, hold up."
Her pretty lips pressed together, conveying better than words her consternation.
He ignored that. Lots of people found him irritating. A guy got used to it after a while.
"What's your hurry?"
"Places to go. Things to do."
"Sure. Me, too." Why was he even talking to her? Even if she wasn't the boss's sister, she'd be off-limits.
Men like him, men with no future and no past, had no business chatting up beautiful, accomplished women like Vivianne MacKenzie.
Not that he was going to let that stop him. There wasn't any harm in a little conversation, right?
You know better. The last sane part of his mind chimed in. You have nothing to offer.
Everything about him was a lie, right down to his first and last name. Okay, not everything. He was a detective. A good one.
But that was a long time ago. Now, he was nothing but trouble. The people he cared for got hurt. Some of them died.
Two years ago, he swore he wouldn't put another woman in danger.
So he deepened his smirk and sauntered toward her, hands on his hips, and prepared to do the honorable thing. The awful, painful, heroic thing.
She cocked her head, in that way women did when their patience was running low. "What are you trying to say, detective?"
The silver cross nestled at the base of her throat sparkled under the overhead lights. A woman of faith. Yet another reason they'd never work. He had no faith, not in God or people.
He leered. There was no other word for it. He let his gaze travel from her slim ankles, up her calves and slowly up her body, perusing at his leisure.
Which earned him exactly the response he wanted.
Her lip curled in disgust. "Not a chance, Natchez. Not. A. Chance." Forgetting the elevator, she stomped off toward the stairs.
"See you around," he whispered.
Someday, the rejections would stop hurting. Just as soon as he learned to stop hoping.
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THE SMELL of paint wafted out of the upstairs window as Rollo stepped up onto Alyssa's porch on Saturday morning. He lifted his face to the unexpected sunshine, letting the warm cleanse him. Beyond the house, the Pacific glistened a deep, hopeful blue.
Alyssa was safe, and Kaitlyn Rudiger had justice of a sort.
Not bad for a first week on the job.
He inhaled the telltale odors. Earthy and metallic, they reminded him of rain and dirt and sun-baked rock. Elements, their roots grounded in nature.
Any man lucky enough to love her would smell those scents for the rest of his life.
Sounded good to him.
He backed up far enough to look up at the open window and cupped his hands around his mouth. "Anybody home?"
She poked her head out, already grinning. "On my way."
Feet clattered down the stairs. She opened the door. "Come on in. I have to finish this last bit of red. The paint's going to dry." She left the door open and flew back up the stairs.
He followed at a leisurely pace. Driving all the way out to her property to fill her in on Deak Strong's interrogation wasn't necessary, but he wanted to. They'd been joined at the hip for almost a week, and the plain fact was, he missed her company.
He headed up to her studio.
She was working on a new image. Not as stark as the portrait of Kaitlyn Rudiger, this new piece was a seascape, but not the lacy, dreamy kind she used to paint. This work had power. Emotion. The brushstrokes were choppy, and thick with paint.
Edgy.
"It's different," she acknowledged. "What do you think?"
He wasn't certain. Even in high school, her talent had been obvious. But this new style captivated him even more. It was daring, and revealing in a way that hinted at deep passions.
She took one last swipe with the brush and plunged it into the jar of water at her elbow, swirling it around until the water turned crimson. "Quite a change," she said.
"Definitely."
Her older work had a dreamy, wistful quality. Sweet and pretty. It represented a life she yearned for; he guessed. This new style didn't shy away from feelings, even painful, dangerous ones.
Something he was still avoiding.
This style change made it clear. Any man who wanted to get close to her would have to deal with emotion. Feels would be part of the deal.
Yup. Courting Alyssa would mean boarding the E train.
The old Rollo would have run straight back down those stairs. This guy—the one who wanted the best for his daughter and his father and his loving, fractured family—wanted it all, including Alyssa.
So he'd learn to love the feels.
Not that he planned to clue her in yet. After what she'd been through, he'd have to move slowly. If emotion was new to him, trust was new to her.
She was skittish as the baby sandpipers running away from the ruffled edges of the surf. Trust would build slowly.
"You don't like it," she said, meaning the painting.
"Sure I do. It's amazing."
"Really?"
The shy hope in her tone made him want to pull her straight into his arms.
But that would be too much, too fast. A slow build forged the strongest fires.
He could wait. Not long, but he could wait.
"Really." He picked up two of her cleaning jars and headed for the bathroom to wash them. "I've got just the place for that, if you're willing to give it up."
"You don't have to."
"Are you kidding? I'll buy it right off that stand. We're having Sunday dinner tomorrow night. If you come by, you could see where I plan to hang it. Give me your expert advice."
It seemed like an hour passed before she answered. "I'd like that."
He grinned. "Me, too."
By the time he headed back to his car, a warm morning sun on his back, he was whistling.
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SUNDAY DINNER with the MacKenzies was an event.
By the time they'd finished the main course, Alyssa's jaw ached from smiling, and her sides quivered. Too much laughter, if there was such a thing. Jokes flew across Tina MacKenzie's walnut table, most striking with laser-like accuracy, though a few earned well-deserved groans.
The teasing and trash-talking lasted well into dessert, by which time even Wren was tiring. All of it was in good fun. No one hit below the belt. Quirks were fair game, but only because the victim made jokes about themselves, too.
She remembered all of it: the waves of laughter, the shout-outs and the love. Always the love.
Even the mysterious Dante cracked a smile or to, though she sensed he had a thick shield around him. Of the siblings, he was the only one who didn't dive straight into the fray. He didn't engage much with Rollo or his father, either. Nothing noticeable, but she was so on edge even the smallest hint of emotion sparked a reaction.
Still, the dark, brooding middle brother was nothing but kind to her. The rest of the group simply acted as if she'd never disappeared, passing out compliments and gentle barbs.
While she and Viv served her homemade cherry pie, Wren and her uncle, Teo, described her first surfing lesson of the season.
Fork weighed down with a man-sized chunk of pie, Teo jabbed the utensil in Wren's direction. "She's a natural. Seriously. Most natural surfer in the family. Oh, wait. Except for me." He winked at his niece.
That earned a hard eye roll from Dante and a dismissive pffffft from Enzo.
Alyssa sat down with her own slice of pie. "I've always wanted to learn."
At least she used to think about it. After seeing Paul Buchanan throw himself into the waves, she wasn't so sure she was ready to brave them any time soon. But she should. Facing fears helped people grow. Like the fear of rejection she should have faced down years ago.
Rollo raised his eyebrows. "You have?"
"Sure. It's always intrigued me. But Mom and Nona weren't exactly water people, and we never had the time, or money, for lessons."
Teo swallowed the huge mouthful of dessert. "I'll teach you."
"No. You won't." Rollo practically growled.
Rather than take offense, Teo waggled his eyebrows, sharing a grin with Emmie. The two of them busted out laughing.
Rollo continued to stare her down. "I'll teach you."
Teo feigned confusion. "I'm sorry. Did you say you'd teach Alyssa to surf?"
"So?"
"Just checking." Teo made wild circles with his fork. "I didn't realize you called that thing you do where you hang onto the board for dear life, surfing. Interesting style, bro. Seriously."
Plate clean, Rollo sank back in his seat and folded his impressive arms over his chest. "You only wish you had my form."
Teo's mouth dropped open theatrically. "No. Seriously. I don't."
Emmie smacked her palms on the table. "Anyway, I call clearing."
"Clearing, too," her twin, Enzo, chimed in immediately.
Teo feigned outrage. "No fair! You always sneak that in before anybody else thinks of it."
Emmie blew him a kiss.
"What a sore loser," Dante muttered softly, but since he rarely spoke, his words held everyone's attention. "Drying," he added quickly.
Enzo grimaced. "That's my favorite job."
"Then you should have spoken up, little one." Dante leaned across the table, an evil grin aimed at his youngest brother. "Looks like someone's got garbage detail."
Enzo groaned. "I hate garbage."
Teo poked him in the ribs. "How the mighty have fallen. One minute you're flying helos, the next, you're juggling trash cans. Sad. Just... sad."
That got the table laughing. Emmie's twin, Enzo, might be the baby of the family, but he was the largest of a large bunch. Impressive muscles stretched his casual tee, accenting rock-hard abs and slender hips. He'd be a match for Rollo, she realized. A Coast Guard aviator, he and his team were responsible for saving her life, and yet he greeted her like a long-lost sister, not a mention of his heroics of two nights past.
She hid a yawn behind the back of her hand. Chip was yawning, too. Though a smile played across his face, he looked tired. Even the good side of his face seemed to droop with exhaustion.
Viv caught it, too. She tilted her head at Rollo. His eyes cut to his father, then he clapped his hands together, commanding the room's attention. "All right, team. Let's get to it."
The room exploded into action. Plates were gathered, and dishes ferried into the kitchen with practiced precision.
Alyssa smiled at Rollo's smooth way of ending the evening so his father wouldn't have to admit his exhaustion. A thoughtful son. A thoughtful friend.
He'd be a loyal, thoughtful spouse.
Daydreams carried her all the way into the kitchen, where she piled her own place setting next to the others.
Emmie swatted her with a kitchen towel. "Get out of here. You're a guest. This area is closed to unauthorized personnel, Mrs. Archer."
For a second, her poisonous last name hung in the air, muting the clink of silverware and china. And then Emmie grinned at her and the group dove back into their previous conversations, as if the dreaded name had never been spoken.
She let out a pent up breath and scurried back into the dining room. Chip had moved off into the living room, leaving Viv and Rollo alone at the table.
Heads bent together, they looked like they were in the middle of something serious. She backed away. "Oh, sorry. I'll leave you guys to talk."
"Not necessary." Viv waved her over and patted the seat next to her. "This is your business, too."
Acid filled her stomach. If this was about the accident...
Viv patted her leg. "It's okay. Really." She turned her attention back to her brother. "So you saw Dad's evidence board?" she asked Rollo.
His expression darkened. "This obsession can't be healthy. What're we gonna do about it?"
"First, who says it's unhealthy?" Viv flipped her hands palm up. "We all grieve in our own ways. Dad's way is...."
"Strange," Rollo interjected.
"Yeah. I'll give you that. But it's his way. He's been a detective most of his life. This is what detectives do. They investigate."
Rollo rubbed his jaw. "You have a point. But how do we help him get past this? Help him find peace?"
Viv frowned. "I don't think we do."
The look of disbelief on Rollo's face was unmistakable.
"We all need to find our own resolution," Viv explained. "Just like we have to come to the Lord in our own way. Our own time."
Silence stretched between them as they all mulled over Viv's words.
Then Rollo sighed, a long, sad sound that touched her soul. "Sometimes you're too smart for your own good, Dr. MacKenzie."
Viv's eyes twinkled. "Only sometimes?"
Alyssa couldn't help but feel her friend was talking straight to her. She'd have to find her own peace.
Thankfully, it was already starting. Funny how a threat to her life had morphed into the most healing thing she could have done. Funny, unless one had faith. Then it made perfect sense.
If Rollo was part of the bargain, so much the better. She could start her journey into emotional honesty by admitting to herself that he was everything she wished for in a mate.
Everything she'd prayed to her Savior to provide.
Still mulling over his sister's wise words, he shot her a grin. The kind of smile a man offered a special woman.
For the first time in far too many years, she allowed herself to dream.
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BY THE TIME the family headed back to their vehicles for the drive home, Rollo was so tired even his hair ached. Since when had Sunday dinner taken so much out of him?
It was the emotion, and the anticipation of the emotion, and the ongoing worry about... emotion. He'd worried whether Dante would show up. Then he stressed over whether there'd be an argument. Then a fight. And all the while, he worried that the grief over his mother would get the best of him.
Mostly, he worried about Alyssa's opinion. Would his loud, difficult, loving family drive her away?
But they hadn't. She beamed the entire time, taking Teo's razzing and Enzo's teasing in stride. Viv's renewed friendship had a lot to do with it, for sure. And Wren's hero worship. Not even Dante fazed her. And that was something.
"She's a fine woman," Rollo's dad pronounced when Rollo joined him at the kitchen table.
"No doubt."
"You going to do something about that?"
The perceptiveness of Dad's question surprised him.
"I might be old, but I've got eyes," Dad added tartly.
Rollo laughed. "A fairly good brain still, too, apparently."
"Maybe so." His father tapped his fingers on the tabletop. The man had something bottled inside, ready to erupt.
Not now.
Rollo wanted to change the subject, find something innocuous to discuss. He'd vowed to handle emotions better, just not now. Watching his sibs gather around the dinner table again after so long, he was spent. Toast.
But Chip Mac was stubborn.
He cleared his throat. "I never said I didn't want you here, you know. I appreciate everything you and Wren have done. Want you to know that."
The words, as close as his father would ever come to an outright apology, hit Rollo straight in the feels.
He cleared his own throat, trying to swallow the sharp rock knifing him in the back of the throat. "And I'm sorry I haven't lived up to your expectations. I hope running the PD will bring us closer."
His dad's eyes bored into the worn tabletop. "I never said I wasn't proud of you."
"Never said you were, either."
"Fair enough." His dad waved a hand dismissively. "My mistake."
He stopped speaking, but Rollo could tell there was more on Dad's mind. He waited. That's what Viv would do. Just wait.
Dad raised his chin and squinted out at the night sky. "I know the dangers you faced when you joined the service. Couldn't let myself think about that. You know?"
"Makes sense."
Now that Wren was older, his mind turned to the same dark thoughts. Wren might choose a dangerous career path. How would he handle it if she risked her life on a daily basis?
Dad grunted. "From the minute you enlisted, I knew you'd take the most dangerous jobs you could find, then when you joined Delta Force, I figured...." His voice trailed off. "I figured it was just a matter of time before the danger caught up with you, so I shut it out."
Rollo didn't dare breathe. Emotion roiled between the two of them, all the stronger because it had remained unspoken for so many years.
His father flashed him a grin, shattering the spell. Chip Mac didn't smile often, but when he did, it could fill a room with sunshine. Even now, when only half the man's face cooperated, that smile was a thing of beauty.
He wrapped his arthritic knuckles on the table. "I never realized shutting out the danger you faced meant shutting out the good parts, too. I'm sorry, son."
"Me, too, Dad. I could have tried harder."
"Nope, this one's on me. Just do me a favor."
"Anything."
His father gestured through the window. Wren sat on the bench overlooking the ocean, smiling shyly at Alyssa. "Don't shut her out."
"Never."
"Not the other one, either. That Alyssa's a keeper."
Rollo drank in the sight of his precious daughter and the woman who was becoming more precious to him by the day, letting the image swell in his heart. "You got that right."
No more shutting out emotions. No more shutting out love.
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