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				Chapter 1


				Derek Bronson stood inside the bank foyer and looked down at the fresh pool of blood. Mesmerized, he stared as a small stream traveled between the tiles, the off-white grout channeling the dark red liquid. His gaze locked on the bloody trail as it crept toward his feet, giving him a minute to fight back the memories before he looked at the dead body lying inches away.

				Shattered glass crunched under his shoe when a passing police officer bumped into him, hurrying across the lobby toward a witness. The woman sobbed uncontrollably against the shoulder of a paramedic as he guided her to a waiting gurney. Derek turned his head to the smell of coffee, freshly brewed for customers. There would be no takers today.

				Unable to put off the inevitable any longer, Derek forced his eyes to the young woman lying on the cold floor. Her long dark hair splayed behind her as if caught in a summer breeze, and her face held the serenity of sleep. He swallowed hard, squeezed his eyes tightly, then opened them to the large gaping hole torn in her chest. 

				Images flooded through him of another victim, two years ago, heart blasted out in the same fashion. 

				His throat closed up. Sweat beaded his forehead, and his stomach roiled—like when he’d stretched the limits of his usual workout.

				Sprinting out of the bank and around the corner, Derek dropped his hands to his knees and sucked gulps of fresh morning air. What a wuss. He hadn’t reacted this way since his first days with the bureau. 

			

			
				But this one hit too close to home.

				Bile burned his throat. His vision blurred. With another swallow of air, his heart rate slowed. Breathing deeply, the freshly mowed grass beneath his feet settled the adrenaline rush. It was a damn good thing he was in shape. His pounding heart could’ve stopped him in his tracks. He glanced at the intersection where first responder vehicles clogged the streets. Uniforms swarmed everywhere, like bees on a hive. 

				Yeah. Good. Okay. The familiar routine settled him. Another breath and he was ready. Across the street, large gold FBI letters plastered to the backs of several agents flashed in his periphery. 

				In the short time since he’d stepped away from the bank, they’d roped off the crime scene. Yellow police tape ran from the front entry, across the street, and down half a block. He dipped under the tape on his way to the group of FBI agents gathered on the opposite corner. 

				“Stop right there! Don’t move!” 

				Folded below the caution tape, Derek halted when a skinny, pimple-faced patrolman rushed toward him. A Glock 22 was clasped between his hands. He didn’t look old enough to shoot a gun. 

				“Sorry, officer.” Derek raised his hands in the air as he stood up, towering nearly a full foot over the town policeman whose job it was to keep the media, family members, and busybodies away from the crime scene. 

				“I’m lowering my right hand to show you my FBI badge.” Keeping his eyes locked on the unsteady gun pointed directly at his chest, Derek slowly pulled his jacket open to prove to the nervous officer he did indeed have an identification tag clipped to his belt.

				The color rose back into the officer’s face as he blew out a sigh and holstered his gun. If not his very first day on the job, Derek figured it was at least his first day at an active crime scene. Nothing like a good old-fashioned bank robbery to get your feet wet in law enforcement.

			

			
				“May I go? Over there?” Derek pointed toward his fellow agents across the street, but the rookie was too busy dabbing the sweat from his forehead to hear his request. 

				“Okay then, I’ll just ease under this tape . . .” Derek dipped below the barrier and turned with his hands outstretched to face the quivering patrolman. “I’m heading over there. See me? Hey buddy, you all right?”

				Finally, the young officer came back to the moment. He nodded at Derek, who spared some sympathy for the kid. With all Derek had experienced in his career—mutilated bodies, faces blown off at close-point range, victims burned so severely only dental records could identify them—he knew this job wasn’t for the faint of heart. Then again, who was he to judge? What he’d just witnessed inside the bank had brought him to his knees.

				He crossed the street scattered with city and state police cruisers and black, unmarked FBI vehicles. Several civilians were lined along the police tape, jostling for a better view of the Pipersburg Community Bank. If Derek’s instincts were right, this robbery was another in a long string that had been taking place across Kentucky and West Virginia the past two years. 

				“What the hell are you doing here?” Robert “Bo” Azar barked from the center of the group of agents. Just under six feet tall, with black hair and richly tanned skin, he stood out among the men, not only because of his Lebanese heritage, but because of his physical toughness—though Derek knew the man’s mental fortitude put him in a class by himself as well. His biceps strained against the sleeves of his navy windbreaker. Derek never wanted to get on the guy’s bad side, but he had a feeling he was about to.

				“Hey, Bo.” Derek waved his hand as if he’d been out for a Sunday stroll and happened upon a bunch of his buddies. “Alex, Tom—good to see you guys.” With handshakes all around, he finally turned to Bo, the supervisor in charge of the investigation.

			

			
				“You didn’t answer me, Bronson.” 

				“I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for the past couple weeks but haven’t heard back. Figured I’d stop by to talk to you.”

				“You just happened to be in Pipersburg? Like it’s around the corner from DC?”

				“I’m actually in the area for a wedding and thought now was as good a time as—”

				“Christ, Bronson, you think now is a good time? We’re in the middle of a robbery investigation if you hadn’t noticed.” His baritone bounced off the old brick buildings, causing the other agents to scatter. “A woman was killed this morning.”

				No shit. His ab muscles were still clenched from the sight of her bloody body.

				“Let me on your team. That’s all I’m asking.” Derek smiled and opened his arms in supplication.

				“I’m not impressed with your blond good looks and cheesy grin.”

				“Then what about my forensics background? My investigative skills are just what the team needs.”

				“Forget it.” Bo stormed off toward the bank entrance, but Derek wouldn’t be dismissed. This was too important. These robberies had haunted him for two years, and he was bound and determined to find the suspect. He couldn’t spend another day holed up at DC headquarters, evaluating evidence with a serial bank robber and murderer still on the loose.

				“Why not? Come on, Bo, we’ve worked together before.” Derek caught up to him, tugging his shoulder around to face him. “You know my work ethic. Who’s better than me for this? I bring a . . . a unique perspective to the investigation.”

				“It’s that perspective that’s keeping you off this case.”

			

			
				“Please. We’re talking about my dad here.” 

				“Precisely.”

				“He would want me on the team.”

				Bo’s shoulders sagged as he rubbed his broad forehead with a beefy hand. He had been one of Jack Bronson’s protégées, working under and learning from him, before getting the green light to head a team of his own. In turn, Bo had been one of Derek’s mentors, taking Jack’s son under his wing those first two years out of Quantico. 

				Derek was getting through to him—at least he hoped so.

				“Come on, Bo. If I cross a line, I’ll go without argument. But I know this case. I’ve studied every detail of every incident. I know it like the back of my hand.”

				Their gazes locked. Bo’s jaw clenched and released. Derek knew he was in.

				“Shit.”

				“You know I’m right. I’ll work harder than anyone to catch this guy.”

				“You’re a pain in the ass, Bronson, you know that?”

				“Yeah, I do.” Derek plastered on a wry grin, hoping to melt Bo’s steely armor. “So, do we have a deal?” He extended his hand, and Bo grasped it. Derek’s bones cracked under his new boss’s strength, but he gave it right back to him, squeezing hard while keeping his smile in place.

				“Initiate the transfer, and I’ll sign off on it. Now, get with Alex. He’ll go over what we know so far.”

				“Great. I’ll do that. Thanks, Bo.” Derek turned toward the bank entrance, where a state trooper talked with Alex. Tall, his dark hair cropped close, Alex towered above most of the officers around him. 

				Derek stepped off the curb but stopped short with Bo’s next words.

				“Hey, and Derek—” The angry sneer from moments ago was replaced by the soft, concerned face of a friend. “Steer clear of the bank lobby. The body’s right inside the door.”

			

			
				He glanced over his shoulder where the dark shadow of a body still lay prone on the floor.

				“Yeah, I know. I already saw it.” Derek rubbed the back of his neck and caught Bo’s worried look. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

				“Afraid so. Looks like your dad’s murderer struck again.”

				~ ~ ~

				Riley strolled down the tree-lined street, past Victorian houses and Craftsman bungalows, as the sun sank low behind the rooftops and the spicy sweetness of blooming lilacs filled the air. Today had been bright and sunny, but now there was a nip in the breeze that made her draw her sweater tighter around the middle as she walked home from Beautiful Blooms. A dog barked from a backyard. She knew it was Tiny, the Putnam’s Rottweiler, who often escaped his yard and found his way to hers. Normally, she’d give him a long scratch under his fuzzy chin and a biscuit before he went on his way. 

				The thought of never seeing that smelly, lovable dog again made her eyes water.

				But she’d stayed too long. Six months in one place was time enough to be found. Today, after her phone lit up with Unknown Caller for the umpteenth time, she’d decided that was it.

				This weekend was Kate and Brody’s wedding, which she couldn’t miss. Not only had Kate become a close friend—and Riley’d had so few of them—she was in charge of the flowers. When Monday morning came, she would pack up her car before the sun was up and head to another town. Surely Monday would be soon enough. 

				As she rounded the corner onto Maple Street, the sound of an idling truck drew her attention away from the beautiful pink dogwoods in the Finton’s yard. Over her shoulder, she saw an old Ford cruising slowly down the street. It looked a lot like Brody’s truck, but the color wasn’t right, and his didn’t have a dent in the grill. When the truck sped up and the driver-side window lowered, Riley’s heart rate tripled. She picked up her pace, looking around for anyone who might be outside, watering flowers or rocking on their porch, as the thumping in her chest made it hard to breathe. 

			

			
				Four more houses and she would be in her front yard, just steps from safety. She spared another glance for the truck and noticed a plaid-sleeved elbow jutting from the driver-side window. She was practically running now, like an Olympic speed walker, as she drew within a hundred yards of her house.

				“Hey,” the driver yelled. 

				It was him. She would recognize that voice anywhere. How had he found her? She had been so careful this time—kept a low profile, changed her long hair to blond, only paid in cash, replaced her track phone every couple of months. How had he traced her to Highland Springs?

				Riley couldn’t wait another second. He could be out of that truck and tackling her to the ground in a flash. She ran the final few yards to her porch. Her hand shook so violently, she couldn’t get her key in the lock. With another look over her shoulder, she nearly lost her breath when the driver leaned his head out the window as he drew alongside the curb. His dark, wavy bangs flopped over his forehead, looking so much like— 

				“Excuse me.”

				Stars danced in front of her face.

				“Hey, can you tell me how to get to College Avenue?”

				She blinked a few times as the keys clattered in her hand. Her vision cleared, and this time when she cast a look over her shoulder, she didn’t see a memory, but a dark-haired teenager who looked nothing like him.

				“I’m sorry, Miss? I can’t find College Avenue.”

			

			
				He didn’t even sound like him.

				“Oh, um, okay.” Her mouth was so dry, she could barely speak. “It’s um . . .” Her arm felt weighted down as she pointed up the street. “It’s two more blocks that way.”

				“Great. Thanks. Sorry to bother you.”

				Riley sagged against the screen door as the old pickup pulled away. She trudged to the edge of her porch, sank onto the top step, and dropped her head into quivering hands. Another false alarm. Her mind, yet again, playing tricks on her. When would she stop seeing his face, hearing his voice? Not until he slipped up and was thrown in jail. Until then, she would keep facing the fear she’d had since leaving Kentucky. She’d keep feeling it—and she’d keep running.

				Riley’s heart skipped when a muffled meow floated from deep inside a blue hydrangea bush, its owner an orange-striped tabby who leaped onto her steps. He slinked against her shins and dipped behind her knees, then forced his way onto her lap.

				“Hello, Tiger. Not a good day, I’m afraid.” The cat belonged to Sam Smiley across the street, and often came for the kibble Riley kept on hand for his frequent visits. While she stroked the cat’s soft, fluffy coat, she replayed the scene over and over, reminding herself it was an illusion. He hadn’t found her. Not this time.

				Legs heavy from the adrenaline that had coursed through her system, she couldn’t imagine standing right now—let alone running anywhere safe. She forced herself to take deep, steady breaths, stroking Tiger’s fur in rhythm with her inhales and exhales, until her heartbeat slowed and her tremors subsided. The evening breeze helped dry her damp forehead, lifting her hair to cool the back of her neck. She had to get herself under control. Her luck only had to hold out another few days, and then she could put her fears to rest—at least for a little while.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 2


				“So what do you think? Is it our guy?” Alex asked, as he and Derek climbed into the SUV. They had just spent an hour interviewing the bank manager in her home. Her testimony confirmed Derek’s suspicions. Whoever had pulled off the Pipersburg robbery was the same person—or persons—responsible for the death of his father.

				“Definitely. Same Freddy Kruger mask and hat, same MO. It’s only the second time someone has been shot, but like the first time, the shot came from outside. She was clipped as she entered the bank—the shooter behind her. Freddy is our robber, but someone else does the killing. It has to be the same guys.”

				“I’m with you on that. It’s our man. Let’s get back to the office and write this up,” Alex said.

				“Sure thing.” 

				“Do you have a place to stay?”

				“I’m staying with my friend’s grandmother in Highland Springs. I’m giving her away this weekend—my friend that is. I’m meeting up with her and her fiancé later for a drink.”

				“Then we better get to it.”

				“Right. The sooner we get the information out there, the sooner we’ll nab this guy.” 

				Alex plugged the keys into the ignition, but instead of starting the engine, he turned toward Derek. “We’re getting closer. I can feel it. He’s going to mess up, and we’ll get him.”

			

			
				Derek cleared his throat and trained his blurry gaze out the windshield.

				“And when we do,” Alex continued, “your dad’s killer is going to fry.”

				~ ~ ~

				“You’ll never make that shot, girl.”

				“Hush up, Travis. Just watch me.” Riley tugged on Travis’ long blond dreadlocks as she circled the table. Her good buddy and frequent pool partner, Travis was one of those guys who’d do anything for you—and usually did. He’d fix your car, repair your heat pump, and give you a ride on an icy night without expecting anything in return. 

				She stretched across the green felt, her hip pressed against the side rail and her back twisted precariously. As long as the ball bumped the diamond she had her eye on, it would most definitely drop into the corner pocket.

				“Here goes.” 

				Travis, Kate, and Brody surrounded the table in silence, watching as she cocked her elbow and tapped the white ball with her cue. Slowly, precisely, it rolled toward the designated spot, bumped against the wall, and continued on to the blue-striped ball until the four-ball dropped gently into the pocket.

				It seemed like the whole bar erupted in cheers and whistles—quite a crowd for a Thursday night. Riley threw her arms in the air and smiled triumphantly at Travis, her doubting partner, across the table. She took several steps backward, still grinning with smug satisfaction, until she slammed into a wall of stone. She snapped around and looked up into the most beautiful blue eyes she’d ever seen.

				“Oh! I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were back there.”

				“No worries. That was a great shot.”

				She blinked a couple of times and realized those gorgeous eyes and that close-cropped blond hair, square chin, and broad shoulders belonged to none other than Kate’s friend Derek. She hadn’t seen him come in. They’d met a few months ago when he was in town for a visit but had only spoken briefly. Standing so close to him now, with his hands gripping her shoulders and the scent of his aftershave tickling her nose, she just wanted a moment to study his chiseled jaw and his soft, full lips. He was a fine, tall drink of water. If he let go of her now, she might puddle to the floor.


			

			
				“You okay?” he asked with a smile. 

				He even had a dimple in his left cheek. Perfect.

				“Sure, yes. I’m good.” Riley stepped out of his grasp and sought out the beer she’d left on the table, suddenly needing to drench the fire coursing through her. It was dangerous how beautiful that man was. Damn.

				“That was some shot, Riley,” Kate said, as she circled the table. “Brody and I don’t stand a chance. All you have to do is make the eight ball.”

				“Right. Yes.” The nearness of Derek had flustered her enough that she’d forgotten it was still her turn. “Let me finish up.”

				This time when she bent over to line up her shot, she felt Derek standing close behind her and imagined his eyes roving over her body. It had been a long time since she’d had the attention of a man, and never one as gorgeous. She glanced over her shoulder to find Derek looking not at her shot, but at her bottom, and a rush of nerves ran through her body. She should’ve been careful what she wished for. When she pulled back her elbow, her eyes blurred and her concentration shifted, making the cue ball careen off-course. 

				“How the hell did you miss that one?” Travis stormed from the opposite side of the table, his arms waving and his dreadlocks bobbing. “You hit an impossible shot five seconds ago but couldn’t sink this one?”

			

			
				Riley felt a blush creep up her neck. “Sorry, I was a little—”

				“Distracted?”

				She whipped around at the sound of Derek’s deep voice and caught his wry grin. Not only was he movie-star handsome, but he knew the effect he had on her. She had one of the best pool records at the Brass Rail, and darn if he was going to mess up her winning streak.

				“Well, you were standing a bit close to me.”

				“So sorry. Would you like me to move back next time?”

				“Please.”

				“What about now? Still want me to move back some?”

				No, I want you to come closer. If only she could say what she was thinking, instead of what was wise. “If you don’t mind.” 

				Because saying what she really wanted would only get her in trouble.

				~ ~ ~

				She should have driven down to the Brass Rail tonight rather than walk the five blocks. Walking was the right choice given the beer she’d consumed, but when Derek offered her a ride home, her excuses made no sense.

				“You can’t walk home. It’s raining. Besides, I’m staying right next door at Virginia’s—you know, Kate’s grandmother.”

				“I know Virginia, of course, but really, it’s okay. I like to walk in the rain.”

				“Absolutely not. I’m taking you home.”

				“Is that an order?”

				They were standing outside the bar, huddled under the porch roof, watching the sky open up with a torrent of rain. She didn’t want to get drenched, and the temperature had dropped. She’d be a frozen Popsicle by the time she got home. 

			

			
				“Yes, it’s an order, by the authority vested in me by the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

				“Oh, well then, that’s a horse of different color. But for the record, I don’t usually like being bossed around.”

				“I’ll try to remember that.”

				Derek had run across the parking lot to his black SUV and pulled it up to the porch. He came around the back of the truck with a black umbrella stretched overhead, so when he escorted Riley to the passenger seat, not a single drop touched her. No matter—Derek’s hand on her lower back sent a wave of sensation through her body no deluge could have extinguished. 

				Now they were standing on her front porch after he insisted he walk her to her door, and he seemed in no hurry to leave. He leaned his shoulder against the doorframe, but his casual stance was no match for the intensity of his gaze.

				“I had a good time tonight. Thanks for the pool lesson.” 

				She pressed her back to her front door, her hand on the knob, not quite ready to go inside. “You’re a pretty good shot. I don’t think I really taught you anything,” she said.

				“Hm, I don’t know. You showed me some good moves.” With that he chuckled and brushed the back of his hand across her cheek, sending an electrifying quiver to her stomach. He was so close she could smell the bitter hops on his breath—an oddly alluring scent. All she wanted to do was taste it.

				“I know we haven’t known each other long.” He glanced at his wristwatch and breathed a laugh. “By my calculations it’s only been three hours.”

				“Plus the last time you were in town.”

				“Right, three hours and ten minutes.” Derek tipped his head toward her ever so slowly but stopped short before he reached her. “But I really need to kiss you.”

				Riley’s heart leapt into her throat as she drew in a sharp breath.

			

			
				“May I?”

				He’d left time for her to refuse. He could have given her all the time in the world, and still she wouldn’t have been able to muster a single word. She should stop him. Should make an excuse why he couldn’t. But at that moment—with his smoldering eyes illuminated by the porch light—he had asked permission. It was respectful and considerate, and she couldn’t think of a single reason not to grant his request.

				“You may.”

				Riley rose up on her toes and rested her palm against his chest, feeling his rapid heartbeat that so closely matched her own. The full, sexy lips she had eyed all evening met hers, and she thought for sure she’d actually faint. His kiss was tender and sweet, not cold and demanding like what she was used to. For a moment she chastised herself for being so reckless, but only for as long as it took her to wrap her arms around his neck and melt into his arms for more. 

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 3


				“It’s not too late to run, you know.” 

				Derek prodded Kate in the side, just below where her hand nestled in the crook of his arm. Her sarcastic chuckle was followed by a sharp jab to his ribs. They were about to start their long walk from the back door of Brody’s farmhouse, across the dewy grass, and up the timber staircase to the hilltop deck where Kate and Brody would exchange their vows. 

				“It is too late. This little person we created deserves a mommy and a daddy.” Kate spread her hand over the small bump nestled under the white lace. “Besides, I’m ruined. I’m crazy in love, and no one else will ever measure up to Brody.”

				The screen door slammed behind them as Riley and Liza, Brody’s sister, came out of the house. Small and slim, Liza looked damned cute in her pastel floral bridesmaid dress with her pink hair piled on top of her head. But it was Riley, dressed in a sleek blue sleeveless dress, her long blond hair draped over her shoulders, that caught Derek’s eye. She carried two bouquets—a cluster of lavender which Liza took from her hands, and a larger bundle of white flowers for Kate. 

				“Hi, Derek,” Riley murmured softly. 

				Her sideways glance and tender smile nearly knocked him off his feet. He staggered back to give them room to pass and was accosted by a shoulder-high rose bush in full bloom. His fingers found a velvety petal to rub. Its softness was so similar to the tender skin at the base of Riley’s neck. Last night during the rehearsal dinner, he and Riley had snuck away to the parking lot and made out like teenagers. Memories of her perfect body molded to his made it difficult to breathe. His gaze made a slow descent from her gorgeous face, past her flat stomach and curvy hips, and south to her pink-painted toes. Damn if she wasn’t even more beautiful in the daylight. Two nights in a row with her in his arms—maybe tonight he should go for three.

			

			
				Riley gave all her attention to Kate, but he knew he was the reason for the deep blush on her cheeks. She was remembering last night, too—he was sure of it. Riley straightened the ribbons and flowers cascading from Kate’s bouquet, giving him another sideways glance.

				“You like roses, Derek?” Riley’s lips twisted into a playful grin as she turned and sashayed toward the staircase. There it was again. That look. Something in her expression that gave him the feeling he knew her from somewhere else. A sharp pain ripped into his finger, tearing his thoughts away from last night. He’d pricked himself on a thorn. A bead of blood blossomed on the tip.

				He was sure they had met before he’d ever set foot in Highland Springs, but damn if he could figure out where. He sucked the blood off his finger, keeping his eyes on Riley’s mouth-watering backside as she climbed to the top of the wooden staircase. 

				~ ~ ~

				The ceremony had gone off without a hitch and now, after dinner, Derek lounged against the bar with his elbow perched on the countertop. As the guests danced under the enormous tent, he focused on the cute blonde in the clingy blue dress, swaying like a palm tree in a tropical breeze. He knew her from somewhere. He was sure of it.

			

			
				She snapped her fingers to the beat and raised a hand beside her gorgeous face while she held up her wine glass in the other, and took a long, slow turn—giving him a fine show. He rattled the ice cubes in his empty glass and kept his eyes locked on Riley’s slinky moves. She hadn’t stopped dancing since the music started, and he realized if he wanted her in his arms again, he’d have to break in.

				His cell phone chimed, delaying his plans to dance with the prettiest girl at the wedding. It was a text from Alex.

				Ballistics report just in. Same gun. Definitely our guy. 

				Derek grew hot with rage. How the hell was this guy able to stay hidden? Not a trace of DNA had linked him to anyone in their system. Two years and he was still on the move, robbing banks, murdering people, and they were no closer to figuring it out than they were after his dad was killed. Heat surged in Derek’s face as he shook an ice cube into his mouth.

				“That scowl will cause a permanent crease between your eyes.” Liza materialized out of nowhere, and Derek choked in his surprise. 

				“What are you doing over here by yourself? You okay?”

				“Yes,” he replied with a strangled breath. “You surprised me, that’s all.”

				“You can’t hang out at the bar alone. Come with me. You need to mingle.” Liza slipped her arm inside Derek’s and guided him under the tent. She tugged him forward, depositing him directly in front of Riley and Travis.

				“Mind if we join you?” Liza didn’t give them a chance to protest. “Riley, you remember Derek, don’t you?”

				Had Liza not noticed them leaving the party together last night? 

				“Of course I do. We met at the Brass Rail the other night.” Riley smiled sweetly, with a hint of mischief in her emerald-green eyes. “And again last night at the rehearsal dinner.”

			

			
				“Actually, I believe we met a couple of months ago.” Derek reciprocated a smile, keeping Riley in his periphery while extending his hand toward Travis. “Travis, good to see you again.” 

				A long dreadlock flopped over Travis’s shoulder has he reached out his hand in greeting. “How you doing, Derek?”

				“Travis, you and I need another drink. Let’s go.” Liza gathered Travis’ jacket sleeve in her hand and pulled him away as if she were leading a racehorse to the starting gate. Derek chuckled at her obvious plan to get them alone. Too bad he couldn’t tell her they didn’t need her matchmaking services.

				“That was subtle, don’t you think?” Riley chuckled as she took a sip from her wine glass, casting a glance behind her.


				“No. Travis needed another full beer for his other hand.” Derek laughed and then cleared his throat, suddenly nervous. “I had a good time last night.”

				“It was a very nice rehearsal dinner. Different, but nice.”

				“You mean not every rehearsal dinner has a hog roasting on a spit, a bluegrass band, and a corn hole competition?”

				“Not usually.”

				Derek grazed his fingertips over her hand so slightly, no one around them would notice. “I meant I had a good time with you last night.” He whispered against her ear and inhaled her alluring floral scent. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

				No response came from Riley’s lips, but her knowing smile and smoldering gaze said more than words could. She casually leaned her hip against his and ran a single finger around the mouth of her wine glass. When her bottom lip caught between her teeth, he wanted to drag her into his arms and kiss her breathless. There were still plenty of festivities ahead, so if he was going to make it until the end of the wedding, he had to get his mind off what he planned to do with her later.

			

			
				“Your glass is empty.” Derek tipped his head toward the bar. “Follow me.”

				~ ~ ~

				After their drinks had been replenished, Derek and Riley took a seat at an abandoned table. He admitted to having two left feet, but she had a hard time believing a guy who looked this good could ever be awkward—on the dance floor, in the bedroom . . .

				Riley cleared her throat and willed away the hot blush she felt rising to her cheeks.

				“So how’s it going over at Virginia’s? She fattening you up with all her good cooking?” Riley flipped her hair over her shoulder and took a sip of her wine. She cringed as Derek’s gaze traveled from her face to the birthmark at the base of her neck. She’d always been embarrassed by the dark blotch, which often peeked out of the neckline of her shirt. Today she was wearing a spaghetti strap dress, so there was no hiding the weirdly heart-shaped blob. “If you’re not careful, you won’t keep that physique of yours.”

				That comment seemed to pull his eyes away from the embarrassing blemish.

				“You’ve been checking out my physique?”

				“Maybe.” 

				Derek reached out and slipped his hands around her waist, pulling her to the edge of her chair. He inched closer and spread his legs around hers. 

				“Have dinner with me tomorrow night.”

				Riley’s head fell back as she laughed. No way could she have dinner with him tomorrow night. She had a lot of packing to do.

				“Mm. I don’t think so.” 

				“You must.”

				“I must?”

			

			
				She tried to shuffle out of his grip, but he held her tight. 

				“I insist. Better yet, we’ll skip dinner and go right to dessert.”

				“I don’t think so.”

				“I’m not taking no for an answer.” 

				All at once the hold he had on her didn’t feel sexy or playful. She was trapped under his strong grip. Her pounding heart threatened to jump out of her chest. Adrenaline surged through her veins. Mustering all her strength, she shoved her hands into his chest and stood up, knocking her chair to the ground.

				“I don’t respond well to commands.”

				The tightness in her chest made it hard to breath.

				“Commands? Hey, Riley . . .” 

				When he reached his arms out toward her, she took another step back.

				“I’m sorry. What did I do?” he asked.

				She looked over her shoulder at the bar and under the tent where guests were dancing, reassured she was in a safe place. Derek was standing with his hand outstretched, his mouth agape, concern etched over his handsome face. She had overreacted. She sucked in a breath, held it deep in her lungs, and slowly released it.

				“I’m, um, sorry. I—”

				“What happened? I didn’t mean to overstep.”

				“No, it’s okay. You didn’t.”

				“I just want to take you on a date. Get to know you better.”

				It seemed like such a simple, earnest request. But it was impossible. Time was up. She had to move on before she was caught. As tempting as a date with a sweet, sexy, gentle man was, she couldn’t possibly wait one more day.

				“I’ll think about it. But for now . . . dance with me?” 

			

			
				She grabbed his hand, ignoring his protests, and dragged him toward the dance floor.

				~ ~ ~

				Derek’s plan to pick up where they’d left off at the rehearsal dinner was right on track when she accepted his ride home from the wedding and invited him in for a nightcap. She hadn’t agreed to it easily. In fact, he had to do some damn good convincing to get her in his car. But after a whispered confession that she was the prettiest girl at the wedding, and that his heart would break if she refused, she finally gave in.

				They used the house’s back entrance. She’d held the door for him, then flipped three deadbolts into place before opening the refrigerator and retrieving a bottle of white wine. They had danced several times at the reception, and with each song, their movements had become more seductive. He would’ve died if she had refused to let him in. 

				Riley closed the refrigerator door and spun around with the bottle in her hand. “How do you feel about Chardonnay?”

				“Let’s forget the wine.” Derek took the bottle from her and wrapped his free hand around her waist, pulling her tight against him. “I need to kiss you.” Without waiting for permission, his mouth crushed hers. The lust that had been building all night exploded. Riley opened her lips to him, the taste of her wet satin tongue pulling him deeper under her spell. Her nails tickled the back of his neck, the way they had during each slow song, igniting a fire he knew only she could put out. He smoothed his hands around the backs of her thighs, lifting her off the floor enough to press her back against the fridge. Her dress rode up, exposing her slim, silky legs. She had to know what she was doing to him, how badly he needed her.

				While his hands explored Riley’s soft curves, he back-stepped them into the living room. Their lips finally separated when Riley hit the couch. She bounced onto the sofa and Derek followed her down, gathering her back into his arms. He groaned in protest as she forced her fingers between their lips, interrupting the kiss.

			

			
				“Let’s set some ground rules,” Riley said, her chest rising and falling with each heavy breath. “I’m not looking for anything long-term, you understand?”

				“That’s supposed to be my line.” Derek nuzzled the soft skin below her jaw, feeling a sense of relief. She was perfect. 

				“Let’s just enjoy the time we have together.”

				“Agreed.” He kissed her quickly and then jumped to his feet, holding out his hand to her. “How about we continue this upstairs?”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 4


				Riley stifled a giggle at Derek struggling to keep his eyes on the road out to Sue’s Diner—her restaurant choice for dinner. He had managed to convince her they needed to go on a proper date, get to know each other better. She should have been satisfied with their one night together and put a stop to all this foolishness the very next morning. But when he left before the sun came up, then returned later with a box of donuts, she couldn’t resist his invitation for dinner. She’d kissed the sweet frosting from the corner of his mouth while he made his case for taking her out, and she found herself agreeing to a date that night as her sticky hands sought out the sharp curves of his hip bones, his lower back, his . . .

				They rode down the two-lane road under a thick canopy of oak and poplar trees, talking about Kate and Brody’s wedding day. Derek glanced through the windshield only enough to keep them safely on the road. The rest of the time his eyes were most definitely checking her out, while Riley took covert glimpses behind them in the side-view mirror. She still hadn’t shaken the fear in her gut from her run-in with the pickup truck the other day. She had officially overstayed her welcome in Highland Springs. Satisfied they weren’t being followed and that her cautiousness was likely unwarranted, she snuggled into the leather seat and drank in Derek’s smoldering blue eyes. His right hand rested lazily on her knee, the casual touch sending waves of heat across her thighs. 

				Being with Derek was intoxicating—a heady thrill that left her slightly woozy. She had to be careful not to get too attached. Though she had only been with him a couple of days, their easy conversation and comfort with each other made it seem like much longer. 

			

			
				She raked her fingers through her hair, taking another glance at the mirror, and remembered how tender he’d been last night. Sex with him was so different from what she had known in her past. He was a sweet, gentle, generous lover.

				When they arrived at the diner, they slipped into a red vinyl booth with Riley facing the door. Sue—owner, cook, and waitress at Highland Springs’ favorite eatery—came by as soon as they were settled.

				“Hey. I’m so happy you all came in.” She slapped two menus on the Formica table and pulled an order pad from her apron.

				“Hi, Sue,” Riley said. “You met Derek, didn’t you?”

				“Yes, hon. We met at the wedding yesterday. Good to see you again, Derek.” Sue didn’t waste any more time with chatter. Her pencil was poised over the pad, ready to take their order. “What can I get you to drink?”

				“It’s too bad Misty Mountain is closed on Sunday. You don’t have any of their beer in the back, do you?” Derek asked, glancing through the large window toward the brewery adjacent to the diner.

				“Hmm . . .” she hummed with a conspiratorial lift of her eyebrows. “Law man like you . . . Can you keep it hush hush? I don’t have a license to sell it.” 

				“I’ll take it to the grave.” 

				Sue’s cheeks flushed a deep pink at Derek’s mischievous wink. She walked away with a noticeable swing of her hips, a feeling Riley had experienced herself. The guy certainly knew how to use his charms to get what he wanted. She was still in Highland Springs, wasn’t she?

				Sue returned with two dark plastic glasses, disguising beer that could easily be mistaken for sweet tea. She took their dinner orders and retreated to the kitchen.

			

			
				“Cheers!” Derek raised his glass before taking a long drink. “Good stuff.”

				“It sure is.” Riley watched his throat bob up and down as he drank the beer, wishing she could reach across the table and nuzzle his sinewy neck.

				“So what’s going through that gorgeous mind of yours?”

				“Gorgeous?”

				“Yeah. Hasn’t anyone ever called you gorgeous before?”

				“Not lately.” Not like that. His hooded gaze and pursed lips made her mouth go dry. She raised the beer glass to her lips.


				“I’ll be sure to remind you—often.”

				She took a gulp of beer to quench her burning desire for him. As if reading her mind, Derek reached beneath the table and ran his hand sensuously up her thigh. She replied by kicking her sandal off and running her foot along his ankle. He stretched across the table and planted a tender, wet kiss against her lips. They had to stop this and talk about something else before the heat between them became unbearable. She shook her hair behind her shoulders and pressed her back against the booth.

				“Tell me more about your job. What are you working on?”


				“Just the usual. Looking for the bad guys.”

				“Seriously? That’s all you’re going to say?”

				“Okay, we’re trying to solve a string of bank robberies.”

				“That sounds interesting.”

				“Not really. I won’t bore you with the details.” He leaned back against the booth and sipped at his beer, assuming a sexy, chill vibe. “I’d rather talk about you. Where’d you get that cute southern accent? Not from around here.”

				She had tried hard to hide her Kentucky twang, hoping to acquire the subtler accent of central West Virginia, but had obviously not done a good job of it.

				“Tell me your life story, Riley Smith.” Derek’s soft lips curled into a playful grin, but instead of quivering with desire, a cold shiver ran down her spine.

			

			
				“Nope. I want to hear about you.”

				“Oh, no. Ladies first. Let me guess. You grew up in one of those picturesque southern towns with plenty of ‘yes ma’am’ and ‘no sir.’ You were the rutabaga queen at the county fair.”

				“What’s a rutabaga?” 

				“Raspberry? Peach blossom? No? Anyway, you were some kind of crown princess who broke a thousand hearts.”

				“I hardly think so.”

				“Come on, tell me.”

				“How about we strike a deal?” The high alcohol content of the brew gave Riley the courage to play along. “You tell me all about your case and I’ll tell you my life story.” Part of it, anyway.

				Derek lowered his voice and arranged his face in mock solemnity. “If I told you the details, I’d have to kill you.”

				“Funny. I could say the same for my story.” Riley matched his playful mood, but the cold truth stared her in the face. No one could know about her past without serious consequences. “Okay, you’re up.”

				“Fine. We’re looking for a guy or guys who robbed a bunch of banks in Kentucky and West Virginia. The robber is always disguised and has left no traceable DNA behind. He’s covered his tracks well.”

				“How do you know it’s a he?”

				“Or she. Whoever it is has us stumped.”

				“You’re right. You killed me with boredom.” Riley giggled as she dodged the wadded napkin Derek threw at her. “Seriously, it sounds interesting. It might make a good crime novel.”

				Their conversation continued with stories about Derek’s friends, his days of playing soccer, and boyhood memories with his brother. Riley got lost in his deep voice and baby blue eyes. His career in law enforcement explained his close-cropped, military style haircut—a good look for him that left nothing to distract from his chiseled jaw and soft, lush lips. She could watch his mouth move all day. He continued his stories through two more glasses of beer and a savory steak dinner. Over a shared slice of peanut butter pie, Derek remembered their deal.

			

			
				“You haven’t told me anything about you. I tortured you with my stories, now it’s time to confess.” His wink, intended to make her laugh, made her stomach roil. There could be no confession.

				“You’re not going to give up, are you?”

				“A deal’s a deal.”

				“What do you want to know exactly?” Riley slid the salt and pepper shakers to the center of the table, aligning them like chess pieces.

				“Start at the beginning. Tell me about your family.”

				Riley barely remembered them. She picked up the sugar packet box and placed it between the salt and pepper shakers, pawns transforming into bookends. 

				“I grew up in Kentucky, not far from Lexington. I’m from a big family—three older brothers and an older sister.” She had told this story so many times, even she had started to believe it.   

				“The baby, huh?”

				“Yep. I was the baby. My dad was the pastor of the local Baptist church, and my mom didn’t work. Well, I mean—” She kept her eyes on the sugar packets as she reorganized them by color.

				“Raising five kids was work.”

				“Right, and teaching Sunday School.” Blue beside pink, white between yellow and blue. “Typing my dad’s sermons, doing whatever needed doing at the church. She was a busy lady.”

				“Do you get home to see them much?”

				Derek’s hand landed on hers, stopping her complex fidgeting. 

			

			
				“No. Mom died when I was nine.” Riley glanced up at him as a lump formed in her throat and tears threatened. She hadn’t thought about Lynn Riley in years. Memories of her warm hugs and encouraging smile belonged to someone else—Riley had become someone her foster mother would have been ashamed of. Remembering felt like a betrayal of the Reverend and Mrs. Riley, who’d been parents to her and her brother, Cody, in every sense of the word. 

				“I’m sorry. I know something about losing a parent.” Derek’s dimpled grin was replaced by a thin, tight line, more angry than sad. “My dad died a couple years ago.”

				“Oh, Derek.” Riley laid her hand on his, sharing his pain. “Was he sick?”

				“He was killed. Shot.”

				“My God, that’s awful.”

				Derek shoved the condiments aside and gathered her hand in his. His face turned to stone, and his jaws clenched. Her heart ached with the sadness reflected in his eyes. 

				“What about your mom? Is she still alive?”

				“Yeah. She lives in northern Virginia, in the same house I grew up in.” 

				“Do you get to see her much?”

				“When I’m home.” He nodded as he laced their fingers together. “She would love you.”

				A sharp ache pierced Riley’s heart. How exciting it must be to plan a future with the man you love, to be welcomed into a family that would love and cherish you. 

				Riley would never know what that was like.

				Derek was everything she had ever dreamed of in a man. He was funny, interesting, and so damn hot. Even sitting in the diner, she got a little dizzy thinking about the rippling abs hidden beneath his shirt. Until Derek, she had only known rough brutality. Beautiful love stories and happy endings didn’t happen to people like her. Like everything else in her life, this thing between them had to end. She had to move on, had to stay hidden—even if it cost her the one thing she most wanted.

			

			
				~ ~ ~

				“Aren’t you inviting me in?” Derek leaned his shoulder against the door frame, looking so adorable, Riley struggled to say no. All through dinner, her insides had flipped and flopped, worrying about bringing him back to her place. They couldn’t keep doing this. 

				“I have to get up early tomorrow. Maggie’s off, and I have to be there when the delivery truck arrives.” She crossed her arms under her breasts and fought the urge to go to him.

				“I promise I won’t stay long.” 

				“But you were here last night.” 

				Her defenses were under attack from his sexy, hooded gaze and soft voice.

				“And if you let me in, I can be here again tonight.” Derek took a long-legged step forward and gathered her in his arms. She melted into his embrace as he placed delicate kisses along her forehead. “I had a hard time leaving you this morning.”

				Riley giggled as she slipped her arms around his neck. “I had a hard time letting you go.”

				“Then why are you fighting this?”

				Why was she fighting it? Didn’t she deserve some happiness? A warm, gentle, sweet man like Derek didn’t come along every day—not where she came from. Just for one more night, she could pretend she was one of the lucky ones.

				“I surrender.” He was impossible to resist. The tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention as his tongue tangled with hers. He had figured out how to make her crumble with just a kiss. She dragged her nails slowly down the center of his spine, enjoying the involuntary shiver that pressed his hips closer, and tucked her fingers inside the waistband of his jeans. “I want you to stay.” It would be their last night together. She wanted one more memory before she left town. 

			

			
				Riley rose up on her tip-toes and palmed the back of his head, opening wider, welcoming his tongue deeper in her mouth. She swiveled her pelvis against his, and he released a soft, guttural moan. They’d only had three days together, but she would carry these memories with her for a lifetime. 

				Riley slammed the front door with the tip of her toe, pulling Derek into the living room while keeping her lips locked on his. They kept up their ungraceful walk toward the sofa, her hands exploring the taut muscles of his back while his fingers skimmed over her lacy bra.

				“Here?” he murmured against her lips, nodding toward the sofa.

				“Here,” she whispered, slowly unbuttoning his shirt. 

				She peeled his shirt from his shoulders and floated her palms across his chest. Derek lowered her to the sofa and stripped the cuffs over his hands. She reached for the hem of her silky tank, but he stopped her, taking charge by dragging it slowly over her head. His mouth followed the trail of flowy fabric, pressing tender kisses on her belly, breasts, and throat. She was breathing hard in anticipation of his body, all chiseled muscle and defined lines, pressed against hers. Her fingertips outlined each horizontal crease of his stomach. 

				Derek peeled her jeans down and yanked them over her feet, encircling her ankles in his large hands. He ran his fingers slowly up her legs. With every inch of skin his hands traced, her breath quickened and heat flared. His hands stopped at the top of her legs where he tenderly kneaded the soft flesh of her inner thighs. She had never been handled so gently. 

				Maybe if she had made different choices, at the very least been dealt a better hand, she could have fallen in love with a man who respected her body, even cherished it the way Derek did. This was only sex, not love . . . but, oh what an incredible lover he was.

			

			
				“I can’t get enough of you,” he murmured, reading her mind and drawing her earlobe between his teeth. A kitten-like mew escaped Riley’s lips as his fingers teased and tempted. She wrapped her arms around him and dragged her nails across the firm ridges of his back. He smothered his lips over hers with a groan. 

				They melded together like dancers in a well-choreographed routine, their rhythms in sync, climaxes perfectly timed. Derek collapsed on top of her, and she savored the full weight of him blanketing her in his scent, his essence, his everything. She nuzzled against his neck and drew in a deep breath—she wanted to memorize his smell. Her lips curled into a smile when he let out a contented sigh. She wrapped her arms tight around his neck as an unexpected tear rolled down her cheek.

				They had been together such a short while and already she couldn’t imagine walking away. His warm breath against her neck, his fingers tangled in her hair, this big, strong man snuggled against her—he made her feel loved and safe. If only she could stay cocooned in his arms forever, protected from the evil that was surely following her. But even if the threat was eliminated, Derek would never accept the real person hiding deep inside. He thought of her as a wholesome southern princess. Once he knew the truth, he’d want nothing to do with her.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 5


				Friday morning, Derek entered his office whistling a mindless tune and flipped on the fluorescents. Between the overhead lights and the bright morning sun slanting through the window, his bloodshot, tired eyes were scorched. He’d gotten little sleep last night…and the night before . . . and the night before that. Memories of the past week drew his mouth into a grin. Remembering Riley’s sweet kiss as he left this morning stretched his smile even wider. Thinking about everything else they had done for the past seven days made his cheeks hurt. Damn it, he couldn’t get enough of that girl.

				“You eat a canary, Bronson?”

				Alex startled him out of his smoldering daydream. It was the end of the week—time to get to work so he could get out of here early and spend the whole weekend with Riley.

				“Not a canary, exactly.”

				“TMI.” Alex threw a paper clip at Derek, which skimmed past his ear. “You’ve had that goofy grin on your face for a week.”

				Alex dropped into his desk chair, his lanky form bobbing back and forth against its springs as he sipped coffee from a paper cup.

				“I’ll try to keep it under control.”

				That goofy grin might become a permanent condition as long as things continued with Riley. She was just about perfect. Her natural beauty was undeniable. She was sweet one minute and playful the next, and she smelled like a flower garden. Derek chuckled inwardly—the girl who worked with flowers actually smelled like one. He could drink in her scent all day. His cheeks tightened with another face-splitting grin. Truth was he had never been this stoked about a woman—ever. When he set his radar on Riley as a nice distraction, he never imagined he would fall for her.

			

			
				Alex snapped his fingers in front of Derek’s eyes. 

				“Okay, okay. I hear you. Time to work.” Derek flipped open his laptop and the computer screen blurred in front him. He couldn’t get his mind off Riley.

				“She must be something.” 

				“I told you—she’s different. I like her.” 

				“Hot?”

				“Very. But she’s more than that.”

				Riley’s sexiness came from a natural source, not from a bottle of makeup. She had a sweetness that came from her wholesome, southern upbringing. It was a refreshing change from the self-centered, egocentric—albeit sexy—women he typically dated. Alex sneered at the grin Derek couldn’t seem to wipe from his face.

				“Get your mind out of the gutter, Bronson. We’ve got a briefing in about ten minutes.”

				“I’ll try.”

				Derek straightened tall in his chair and clicked open his email account. Alex, too, had turned his attention to his laptop. They worked silently for several minutes until they were interrupted by Bo.

				“Bronson. Ritchie. Let’s go. There’s been another bank robbery.”

				“Freddy Krueger?” Derek asked as he strapped on his shoulder holster and tucked his handgun inside.

				“Looks like it.”

				“Where this time?” Alex followed Derek out the office door.

				“Mineville. An hour from here. Let’s move it.”

				~ ~ ~

			

			
				“Good morning, folks. Thanks for coming in early on a Saturday. I want to follow up on yesterday’s bank robbery.” Bo stood at the head of the conference table, surrounded by six agents working the serial bank robber case. They had stayed late into the night, going over the crime scene and sparse evidence, and were now back at work bright and early. 

				“To review, yesterday afternoon at 3:50 p.m., as the branch manager and a teller went out to fill the ATM at the Sandytown National Bank, a man approached them, displayed a handgun, and instructed them to return to the lobby and lock the outer door behind them. He then herded them, along with two other tellers, behind the counter and instructed them to empty the safe and drawers. We estimate he got away with around eight thousand dollars but haven’t received confirmation. Again, he wore a Freddy Krueger mask, but this time he wore a different hat—a baseball cap, rather than his usual brown fedora.”

				Bo clicked the remote control, projecting a grainy black-and-white photo on the screen of a man pointing a handgun at a bank teller.   

				“And they weren’t able to pull the silent alarm or stash the bait money in the bag?” Alex asked.

				“Correct. He was too close to them and was wielding the gun. It wasn’t until he got away, less than five minutes after the attack began, that they hit the alarm. Thankfully, the cameras were rolling.”

				“Hey Bo, zoom in on the ball cap a second, will you?” Derek asked. The company logo emblazoned on the hat filled the screen. “Gateway Ford. What does it say below that? Can you bring it in a little more?”

				“Salemas, Kentucky,” Alex said.

				“I’m on it.” Derek quickly tapped the information into his laptop, bringing up the company’s website. “The dealership is located in downtown Salemas, county seat of Mercer County.”

			

			
				“Mercer County? Isn’t that where Comstock is?” Alex asked.

				“Yep. Twenty miles away.” Derek clicked on a timeline stored in his computer and looked at the list of robberies in the spree. “Mountain Bank in Comstock was his first hit. June 26, 2016. The next three were within an hour’s drive of Salemas, and the getaway vehicle was a Ford pickup each time—all different colors.”

				“Yet none of the robberies took place in Salemas. Am I correct?”

				“That’s correct,” Derek said.

				“It must be our boy’s hometown, then,” Alex said. 

				“It’s possible. Let’s go through all the surveillance photos of past heists and look for anything we might have missed that would connect this guy to that town.” Clicking the hand remote, Bo illuminated a picture of the bank’s exterior in Comstock, Kentucky. “We’ll start at the beginning, with Mountain Bank.” One by one, Bo displayed photos from that day, giving the agents a chance to look for new evidence of the robber’s identity.

				Cold sweat formed at the base of Derek’s neck. He knew precisely when the first photo of his father’s dead body would flash on the screen. Jack Bronson had had a stellar career with the FBI, and Derek had followed in his footsteps. He had been with the bureau for only four years when his father was gunned down.

				Jack had been in Comstock on a fishing trip with an old army buddy. According to eyewitnesses and bank records, his dad had gone into the bank to use their ATM, which was located in the foyer of the building. His friend waited outside. Neither of them was aware of the robbery taking place inside until Jack nearly collided with the thief as he ran from the building. Being off-duty didn’t stop his father from jumping into action. He started to give chase but had only taken a few steps outside the bank when he was shot with a single bullet and died on the sidewalk. 

			

			
				“Shit.” Bo’s snarl drew Derek’s attention away from his laptop to the screen. A photo flashed by, but even in that brief second, he recognized his father lying in a pool of blood. He’d seen that picture and others like it so many times, but it still made his limbs go numb.

				“Damn it. Sorry, Derek.” 

				Just as quickly the photo changed to that of the thief wearing a Freddy Krueger mask and brown fedora—the same disguise worn in all the robberies except for yesterday afternoon.

				“Okay, so . . .” Bo cleared his throat and turned toward the screen. “From surveillance tapes of the other robberies, it appears Freddy acted alone except on this first day, and last week in Pipersburg. We know there was a getaway driver at each location but have never captured a decent picture. The shooting that occurred outside the bank in Comstock was done by an unknown accomplice—we know Freddy didn’t fire his gun. Same thing happened in Pipersburg, which means we need to revisit what we thought we knew about this guy’s crime signature.” 

				A cold shiver ran through Derek’s veins, quickly replaced with searing hot rage. He had begged Bo to allow him on this case, even though he knew it went against department policy, but felt sick every time they talked about the first robbery. Regardless, he had promised his mother he’d find the man who killed his dad, even if it took the rest of his life.

				“We thought we had a lead when this person entered the Quick Mart in Jackson, Kentucky, about halfway between Comstock and the West Virginia border. She spent some of the marked money to buy gas and snacks. This is probably our shooter and getaway driver.” 

				A shadowy surveillance photo showed a young woman with a high ponytail in a spaghetti-strap shirt inside the convenience store. Her head was tipped down, her face hidden beneath the bill of a Cincinnati Reds baseball cap. The next photo was of the same woman leaving the store, her head turned far enough away from the camera to obscure her features.

			

			
				Suddenly Derek’s focus was laser sharp. 

				“We haven’t been able to identify her, and she disappeared after abandoning her car at a truck stop in Huntington, West Virginia,” Bo said.

				Derek blinked rapidly, zeroing in on a mark at the base of the woman’s neck. The next photo—which showed the same woman seated behind the wheel of her car—brought Derek fully out of his seat. The blood drained from his face. The image was grainy, but even behind her large sunglasses, he knew that face. 

				“The Toyota Corolla she was driving was registered to an Angela Breeland of . . .” Bo looked closer at his laptop screen. “Salemas, Kentucky.”

				“Holy shit,” Derek blurted as he dropped into his chair, his legs giving out from under him. 

				His heart raced as reality set in. The face he’d savored all week, the woman whose bed he had shared and whose heart-shaped birthmark he’d pressed his lips against seemingly countless times, was the one the FBI had long suspected of pulling the trigger that killed his father. He had a hard time wrapping his mind around it, but the evidence stared him in the face. Riley Smith was their bank robber’s accomplice—and she had killed his father.

				Numb to everyone around him, it was Alex who pulled him back from his shock. “You okay?” He placed his hand on Derek’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze.

				“. . . yeah.” Derek scrubbed his hands over his face, hoping to wash away Riley’s grainy image. It didn’t work.

				The next photo was a digitally enhanced photo of Riley as she filled her car with gas outside the convenience store. It was in black and white, but Derek would recognize that birthmark anywhere. No wonder she had seemed familiar to him when they met. He’d looked at these photos so many times, they were permanently etched in his brain. Other agents teased him about his ability to read people, said he had the best bullshit meter of anyone. Then how did Riley—or Angela Breeland, or whoever she was—trick him into believing she was a sweet, southern belle? How had he missed the murderer right in front of his face?

			

			
				His stomach turned thinking of the time they’d spent together, and he could practically feel a knife twisting in his gut when he considered the sick possibility that he’d been sleeping with his father’s killer all along.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 6


				Riley dragged the heavy suitcase down the stairs, stuffed with as many clothes as it could hold. She left behind her winter coat and boots since this time she planned to head south—farther from Tyler and the nostalgic pull of Highland Springs. 

				Last night had been the end of her and Derek, even if he didn’t know it yet. He had come to her late, after a long, exhausting day working the most recent bank robbery. Regardless of the hour, she was happy he had come. They made love slowly, sweetly, falling asleep wrapped in each other’s arms. It was the perfect ending to an unforgettable week. But she had lain awake half the night, struggling with the reality that she had to move on. If she waited another day, spent any more time with him, she would only fall deeper and wouldn’t be able to leave him. She had stayed a week too long already.

				She deposited the suitcase by the back door and grabbed a plastic grocery bag from the pantry. There were three items she couldn’t leave behind. She opened the cabinet under the bookshelf in the living room and pulled out a photo album she’d carried with her each time she had moved to a new foster home. In it were pictures of her mom and dad, and photos of her life with the Riley family. Those pictures represented the only happy moments of her childhood and the end of her innocence.

				She stuffed the album inside the bag, along with a group photo taken at the winter street festival last year. Kate, Brody, Maggie, Liza, Virginia, and Travis smiled back at her, arm-in-arm, rosy-cheeked and happy. If only she could say goodbye and tell them how much their friendships meant to her. She swiped a tear from her cheek and lifted the small framed watercolor painting from the wall that had been a birthday gift from Liza. She would miss her crazy, artsy friend most of all. With the last of the items safely tucked away in the grocery bag, she reached for her phone to complete her last task.

			

			
				“Maggie, hi. How was the recital?” Riley pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth as she spoke into the phone, trying to create the sound of a stuffy nose. 

				“It was great. Carly received a perfect attendance award and one for most improved dancer. We’re very proud.”

				“That’s great. Tell her congrats for me.”

				“You sound terrible. Have you got a cold?”

				“I don’t feel good. I think this cold has been coming on all day.” She followed this statement with a convincing sneeze. 

				“Stay home and take it easy. I’ll cover the shop on Monday.”

				“Thanks. I’m sorry to do this to you on such short notice.”

				“It’s not short notice. I can handle Monday on my own.”

				“I’m just—I’m sorry.” A wave of guilt crushed against her chest. Maggie had been so good to her, so generous. She didn’t deserve Riley’s lies.

				“Hey, don’t worry about it. When was the last time you were sick? Take it easy and get better soon.”

				“I haven’t told you lately, but I appreciate all you’ve done for me. You’re the best boss and a great friend.”

				“Giving you the day off to get over a cold doesn’t warrant all that, but thanks.”

				“I mean it. You have no idea what you mean to me.” 

				Riley’s voice shook as she tried to express her feelings to Maggie without raising suspicion. It was because of Maggie that she had been able to live in quiet anonymity in Highland Springs. If Maggie hadn’t given her a job and a place to live, Riley didn’t know where she’d be today. Her eyes brimmed with tears, remembering how Maggie had taken a personal interest in her, teaching her all she knew about flowers, turning her into a first-class florist. She even taught her how to run the business. 

			

			
				“I think the fever is making you all sappy. Get better, okay?”

				“Okay. Thanks.” Riley pressed a tissue tight to her nose, keeping her sob at bay. “I’ll be in touch.”

				The call ended, leaving Riley feeling as dead inside as the line between them. She had developed good friendships over the months she’d lived in Highland Springs but had a special connection with Maggie. Maggie had helped her, and other women, escape to safer lives through the abused women’s network. She couldn’t imagine not talking to her every morning over their first cup of coffee in the back room of the shop.  

				Riley took a final look around her sparse, homey bungalow and clicked off the kitchen light. She dragged the heavy suitcase out the door, keeping the light off and the backyard cloaked in darkness. Luck was on her side. Apparently, Derek had worked late again. He hadn’t contacted her today. Talking to him would have made it that much harder to leave.

				After locking the deadbolts, she slipped the house key under the mat where Maggie would find it. She swiped away another tear and dragged the suitcase to her car. Tonight, she’d drive south on the interstate, wishing she could see the redbud trees that dotted the hillsides one last time, but it would be too dark. 

				As she hoisted the suitcase into the car, she remembered the photo of Cody inside her nightstand. She couldn’t leave behind the only picture she had of her brother. She turned back toward the house as a blinding beam of light swept across the driveway, making it impossible to see. A quiver of fear ran through her as she wondered who held the other end of the flashlight.

			

			
				Derek’s voice should have calmed her fears, but instead she felt terrifying confusion.

				“Going somewhere . . . Angela?”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 7


				Riley was taken away quietly, without rousing the neighbors from their sleep. Derek watched the black sedan pull out of the driveway through her living room window. He’d turned his head when Alex latched the handcuffs around her tiny wrists and gone inside to have a look around. She would be questioned and eventually charged with several crimes. He still struggled with the cold reality that the woman who killed his father was the same one he’d made love to less than twenty-four hours ago.

				Derek stepped away from the window and tugged on a pair of latex gloves. The furniture was still in its place. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. The pillows were arranged at either ends of the sofa, and a jar candle and lamp were centered on the end table. Not a speck of dust could be found, and the rug had fresh vacuum tracks. 

				He climbed the stairs to the second floor and cast a quick glance in the spare bedroom, which looked more like a flower factory. Below the window and around the perimeter of the room, makeshift tables of sawhorses and plywood were covered with trays of seedlings, tiny green plants just coming to life. She called it her “baby nursery” and planned to transplant the buds in Maggie’s yard and in front of her own porch. The plant lights above them were turned off, but a quick check of the soil showed she had watered the sprouts before taking off.   

				As though trudging through sand, he slowly crossed the hallway to her bedroom. He didn’t want to look, but morbid curiosity propelled him forward. It wasn’t a surprise the bed was made and the room orderly as it usually was—he’d pegged her for a neatnik the first time he stepped into her house. A tug on the closet door revealed several shirts and pants on hangers, and her dresser still held several pieces of clothing. He rifled through her nightstand drawer, pushing aside lip balm, lotion, and a magazine, and picked up a small Bible. Tucked inside the pages was a photo of a young man in green army fatigues. Was he one of her brothers or her boyfriend? He fought to dismiss the jealousy burning in his chest, taking a deep breath as he considered it could be her lover, another secret she had been keeping. For all he knew, the soldier in the picture was the one who robbed the bank the day his father died. 

			

			
				With a heavy sigh, he slipped the photo in his back pocket. This was one piece of evidence the crime lab wouldn’t see until he confronted Riley himself. He walked downstairs to the kitchen, checking the inside of the refrigerator. It was empty. The dishwasher too, with all the dishes and glassware neatly stacked in the cabinets. The house was beyond its usual spotless condition. She must have been planning her escape for several days. It was too neat and tidy for someone who wanted to get away in a hurry. Her mind must have been on her escape plan while she made love to him. How could he have been so stupid?

				When the crime lab guys showed up to collect DNA and fingerprints, Derek walked outside, pointing the bright flashlight beam along the perimeter of the house. A row of boxwoods, trimmed to the exact same shape and size, lined the foundation. A green garden hose was tightly wound around a bracket on the back wall. And a lone rose bush kept the back stoop company. He looked up at the second floor, noticing all the blinds pulled at each window. 

				What had set her off? Was she in contact with the robber? Riley—Angela—knew he worked for the FBI, that he was investigating the bank robberies. Why did she stick around for a week? Did she think by luring him into her bed she would get some information she could pass on to her accomplice?

			

			
				“Ready to go, bud?” Alex called from the driveway.

				“Sure.” 

				Derek directed his flashlight beam down the length of the house once again, but it yielded no answers. He joined Alex behind Angela’s Honda Civic. 

				“What did you find in her car?” he asked.

				“Just a suitcase and a tote bag with pictures.”

				“What pictures?”

				“A painting, a group of friends.”

				“Nothing else?”

				“No. That was it. The forensics guys will go over it more thoroughly.”

				“Most of the bait money hasn’t surfaced. I thought maybe she had it buried in her yard or hidden in the house.”

				“If the money is here, they’ll find it.”

				~ ~ ~

				Two hours later, Derek entered the observation room, setting his steaming cup of coffee on the counter in front of the bank of monitors. With a press of a button, Riley’s face filled the screens from three different camera angles. She was alone in the interrogation room, fidgeting in her chair as if she was sitting on hot coals, appearing shaken and scared. Well, she should be scared. She was going to prison. Her dull pallor and doe-eyed stare stirred up a touch of sympathy, but Derek quickly remembered he was watching a wanted felon.

				She had been brought in by agents from the team, and after a briefing, it was decided Bo and Alex would conduct the interview. Derek was too close to the suspect to conduct an objective interrogation. He didn’t agree. He should have had the first crack at her. She’d been living undercover, fooling everyone, especially him. Since he had the most at stake in the case, he should be the one asking the questions. Bo shot down his arguments so quickly, Derek knew his boss must have anticipated his resistance. Now he was stuck in the observation room, a bystander, when he should have been part of the action. 

			

			
				Riley wasn’t the sweet florist next door, but a felon who had lied to him and killed his father. How else could she have had the stolen bait money that day at the convenience store? He couldn’t let her pretty face, flushed with worry, weaken his resolve to learn the truth. She knew the location of the stolen money and the identity of the Freddy Krueger imposter.

				He settled into a leather swivel chair and laced his fingers around his coffee cup as Alex and Bo entered the room. Each man bore a legal pad, a coffee cup, and a stern expression.

				“I’m Special Agent Alex Ritchie.” He dropped into a chair across from Riley while Bo leaned against the closed door. “And this is Special Agent Robert Azar. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Water?”

				“No.” Her response was barely audible. Derek turned up the volume.

				“Sure? We’ll be at it a while,” Bo said.

				“No, thank you.” She crossed her arms and dropped her elbows to the table, keeping her eyes on Alex. “Why am I here?”

				“We want to talk to you.” Alex began the basic questioning. “What is your name please?”

				“Riley Smith. What about?”

				“Is that your birth name?”

				“No,” she whispered, slouching back into her chair.

				“Is it Angela Marie Breeland?”

				“Yes, but I changed it.”

				“Legally?” 

				Riley dropped her gaze to the wooden table between them, rubbing the back of her neck. “No.” 

			

			
				Alex continued his questioning with her date and place of birth, and her last address. Once the preliminary questions were answered, he read the first line of the Miranda Rights.

				“You have the right to remain silent. Do you understand?”

				“You read them to me already.”

				“It doesn’t hurt to read them again,” Bo said.

				Alex continued, “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney.”


				Riley pinched the bridge of her nose between two fingers, then dropped her hands to the table and stared at Alex, her mouth gaping open and her eyes watering. Derek had seen that expression in cheesy B movies. She was quite the actress.


				“Do you understand?”


				Riley only nodded.


				“Please answer the question, Ms. Breeland,” Alex said.


				“I understand.”


				“Let’s go back to the afternoon of June 26, 2016. How did the stolen money from the Mountain Bank of Comstock come into your possession?”


				Riley’s head snapped back as if she’d been slapped. Her mouth opened and closed without a sound, like a fish out of water. Maybe he had under-estimated her acting abilities. 


				“Ms. Breeland, please answer me.”


				“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


				Bo crossed the room and planted his hands on the table, leaning his face close to hers.


				“Let’s not play games. You can make this a lot easier on yourself if you just answer the questions.”


				“What stolen money? I don’t know anything about it.”


				His supervisor emitted a heavy sigh and slid across the table several surveillance photos of Riley inside the convenience store and pumping gas on the day of the robbery.


				“Is this you in these photos, Ms. Breeland?”


			

			
				“Y-Yes.” As she looked at the photos, her eyes grew large. She shook her head imperceptibly, in what Derek took as a gesture of disbelief. 


				“Do you recognize this convenience store?”


				“Yes.”


				Bo continued his questioning. “Why did you stop at this convenience store in Jackson?”


				“To get gas.”


				He pushed away from the table with a huff, and Alex took over once again.


				“Yes, the photos establish that. But you paid for the gas and other items with money stolen earlier that day from the bank.”


				“No. No, that money wasn’t from a bank robbery. No.”


				“Where did you get it?”


				“I took it. From Tyler. When he was in the shower.” Her voice cracked and rose an octave. “He had it in the black bag. It was my chance. I had to leave. I needed money. To get away. I took it. My only chance . . .” She wobbled to her feet, unsteady as she stared down at the photos fanned across the table. Falling back into her chair, she covered her face with her hands. Did she learn that move in drama school?


				“It’s okay. Take a breath. Let me get you a drink of water.” He signaled to Bo, who left the room.


				While he was gone, Riley pressed back into her chair, putting distance between herself and the photos. Bo returned with a bottle of water and a box of tissues. She took a sip from the bottle of water and then gulped greedily, seeming to gain back her composure. Shaking her hair behind her shoulders, she looked directly at the agents.


				“Can we get back to it now?” Alex asked. 

				Riley snatched a tissue from the box and dabbed it on her forehead. 

				“You mentioned the money belonged to Tyler. Who is Tyler?”


			

			
				“Tyler Power. My ex-boyfriend.”


				Was he the soldier in the photo still tucked in Derek’s pocket? He pulled out the picture, tempted to crush it in his fist. As furious as he was at Riley’s betrayal, he was even angrier at the jealousy burning in his chest. He couldn’t listen to her talk about her boyfriend, the man likely to be Freddy Kruger. The man who robbed the bank while Riley killed his father. He had to get out of the room. Right now, he needed air.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 8


				This couldn’t be happening. She didn’t rob a bank, but the agents told her the stolen money had been in her possession. None of it made sense. There had to be a mistake.


				When Derek had shined the flashlight in her eyes in her driveway and referred to her with her given name, she thought he had somehow found out she was hiding from Tyler, that he would offer her protection. But when he told her the FBI wanted her for questioning, she actually laughed at him, thought he was joking. He had flashed his FBI credentials and told her it was no laughing matter. She certainly wasn’t laughing now. 


				“So you thought the money belonged to Tyler? Where did he get it?” Agent Ritchie asked.


				“Tyler was a drug dealer. He carried that duffle bag with him when he made deliveries.”


				“Does he still sell drugs?”


				“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him.”


				“And so the money was drug money? That’s what you thought?”


				“Yes.” Why weren’t they listening? Tyler dealt drugs—he didn’t rob banks. He was an awful person, but she was sure he didn’t do that.


				“Why did you have it with you? Where were you going?” Agent Azar asked.


				“I was escaping.”


				“Escaping?”


				“Yes.”


				“Why?”


			

			
				It had taken a long time to stop reliving the nightmare of her life with Tyler. For months after leaving him, she would wake up in a sweat, believing he was trying to tear the door down to get to her. She would wake up to silence, but in her dreams the sound of his fists against the bedroom door was real. They were the same fists that had beaten her time and time again. Besides the abuse, he’d made her do unspeakable things—things she couldn’t share with anyone.


				“Ms. Breeland, please answer the question,” Agent Ritchie said.


				Riley shivered but kept her focus on the analog clock on the wall. She couldn’t look at either agent. Their pity or disdain would be too much for her.


				“I ran from Tyler because he beat me. Had been beating me for years. Taking his money was my only chance.”


				“So, you took the bag and—”  


				“Drove. I wasn’t even sure where I was going. But after about an hour, I needed gas, so I stopped. I paid with the money from the bag.”


				“And then what?”


				“I kept driving until I stopped again at a diner somewhere in West Virginia.”


				“Right. In fact,” Agent Ritchie said as he glanced at his notes, “it was a truck stop outside Huntington on Route 64. Do you remember stopping there?”


				“Yes.”


				“Did you use the stolen money at the truck stop?”


				“No.”


				“Why not?”


				“I decided I couldn’t use it. It was dirty money.”


				“Because he stole it.”


				“No, I told you—it was drug money.” Why weren’t they listening to her? Riley threw her head back in frustration and squeezed her eyes shut against the glaring fluorescent lights.


				“Do you still have the money?”


			

			
				“No.”


				“Why not? Where is it?”


				“It’s . . . I . . .”


				“Ms. Breeland, do you expect us to believe the money just disappeared?” Agent Azar’s biting tone proved his doubt and distrust of her story. “You’re facing a hell of a lot of charges, so it’s best you come clean.”


				“Charges?” Riley’s eyes flew open as fear simmered through her veins. “I didn’t do anything. What charges?”


				“Aiding and abetting, conspiracy, aggravated robbery, murder.”


				“Murder?” Riley leapt to her feet, staring wildly at the two agents. “I didn’t kill anyone.”


				“A man was shot and killed outside the bank as the thief ran from the building. We believe someone aided in the robbery. You are the only person we’ve connected to the crime that day.”


				“No.” She shook her head, confusion clouding her mind, and sat heavily into her vacated seat. This couldn’t be happening. Had Tyler set her up? Leaked these lies to the FBI?


				“Where were you last week? There was another robbery and murder in Pipersburg.”


				“I don’t know anything about it.”


				“Didn’t you hear the news? You can play dumb all you want, Ms. Breeland,” Agent Ritchie said. “We believe you were there, at the bank in Comstock for the first robbery, where over ten thousand dollars was taken. You admitted to having the money in your possession. It only makes sense you were the one who killed the agent, so the suspect could safely get away.” 


				Agent Ritchie rose to his full height and hovered over her with an intimidating leer. Riley curled deep into the chair. A gnawing, aching fear settled into her bones. 


			

			
				“The sooner you admit you killed the agent in Comstock and give us the whereabouts of Tyler Power, the better.”


				Riley hugged her arms around her middle and tucked her chin into her chest. She had never been more afraid in her life. Even the fear instilled in her by Tyler couldn’t compare with the possibility of spending the rest of her life in prison for a crime she didn’t commit.


				“I didn’t kill anyone. I didn’t help him rob the bank,” she muttered into her chest.


				“Then who killed the man outside the bank?” Agent Ritchie asked.


				“I don’t know. I didn’t even know Tyler had robbed the bank until a few minutes ago.”


				“We believe he was responsible for nine other robberies in the past two years. Did you have a role in those events as well?”


				It was far worse than Riley had thought. If Tyler had robbed all those banks and she was seen spending the money from the first robbery, they must think she was involved in all the others. How could she possibly defend herself? She needed help. 


				“I don’t have to talk to you.”


				“What?”


				“You said I had the right to remain silent. I’m not talking anymore.” Her brave words couldn’t mask her fear. Her body shook, betraying her confidence.


				“You refuse to answer any more questions?”


				“I have the right to an attorney. That’s what you said.”


				“You want an attorney? For some simple questioning?”


				“You brought me here in handcuffs.”


				“But we haven’t formally charged you with anything.”


				“I want my attorney present. I want to call Kate McNamara-Fisk, please.”


				Saying Kate’s name helped slow the confusion and fear. She was in real trouble, but Kate could help. She had to pull herself together. She hadn’t stayed hidden from Tyler for the past two years without courage and determination. The FBI wasn’t going to trick her into confessing to something she didn’t do. Twenty-four hours ago, she would have turned to Derek for help, but he had lied to her, fooled her into believing he cared while the FBI built a case against her. The week they had shared had been an illusion—a glorious, painful fantasy.

			

			
				“Wait here, Ms. Breeland,” Agent Ritchie said. When the men walked out of the room, Riley used the time to rake her fingers through her hair and settle her thumping heartbeat. With a few deep breaths, she pulled herself together, digging deep into her inner strength. Kate would know what to do.

				Voices filtered in from the hallway and a few minutes later, Derek entered the room, keeping his eyes locked on the legal pad in his hand. The desire to rush into his arms faded fast when he started his questions in a steely, professional tone. 

				“I understand you want an attorney.” He pulled out the chair across from her and still hadn’t made eye contact. “My supervisor said you want to call Kate.” 

				Once lowered into the chair, he looked at her with an empty, blank expression on his face, as if she was just another suspect in a routine investigation.

				“They say I killed someone.”

				“Did you?”

				“No.” 

				She crossed her arms tightly around herself and looked beyond him, unable to make eye contact. It was easier to answer questions if she focused on the blank wall behind him rather than look at the man who now acted like a stranger. 

				“Ms. Breeland, you were—”

				“It’s Ms. Breeland now? You’re calling me that after—” That brought her focus away from the wall and onto him. Anger replaced the fear that had left her quaking. He dared to play this game after the week they’d spent together? Fine, if he wanted to act like those days meant nothing, she could, too. 

			

			
				“Your file says your name is Angela Breeland. Am I wrong?”

				“No, Special Agent Bronson, you’re not wrong.”

				She knew rage must be simmering below his controlled façade. Well, she was pissed, too.

				“We believe you were there, at the Mountain Bank on June 26, 2016.”

				“I wasn’t.”

				“But you had the money.”

				“I already explained that.”

				“Who pulled the trigger?” Derek rose out of the chair and leaned over her, a vein pulsing in his temple. “Was it this guy?” He reached into his back pocket and tossed the soldier’s photo on the table. Her stomach flipped when she looked at Cody’s face smiling back at her.

				“Where did you get this?”

				“You didn’t answer the question. Did this man pull the trigger?”

				“No.”

				“How do you know?”

				“I just know.”  

				“But how do you know? Because you were there?”

				“He’s my brother. He wouldn’t do it. He wasn’t there, and neither was I.”

				Derek dropped into his chair as if the wind had been knocked out of him. He scrubbed his hands over his face and released a heavy sigh.

				“Which one of your brothers is this? What’s his name?”

				“His name is Cody Breeland, and he’s my only brother.”

				He shook his head and mumbled, “Why am I not surprised?” Shoving his legal pad aside, Derek leaned his elbows on the table and locked his gaze with hers.

			

			
				“So if it wasn’t Cody, who did it?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“You sure about that?”

				“Yes.”

				“Where were you?”

				“I wasn’t there.” 

				“Can you prove it?”

				Of course she could prove it. She was doing unspeakable things—horrible, humiliating things she could never share with Derek. She’d rather him think of her as a bank robbery accomplice, even a murderer, than know what she’d actually been doing while Tyler robbed the bank. They had shared one perfect week. She couldn’t destroy his memory of their time together with the truth.

				“I—I didn’t know Tyler robbed the bank.”

				“If you didn’t shoot the gun, who did?”

				“I told you—”

				“Dammit, Riley!” Derek yelled, rising from his chair and slamming his palms on the table in a single, smooth, explosive movement. Their gazes locked, and for a second, Riley thought his anger had softened, but then his eyes narrowed, and he stood up to his full height, glaring down at her. His chest rose and fell with shallow breaths, and fear coursed through her body. Barely above a whisper, he said words she’d never expected.

				“Was it you? Did you kill my father?”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 9


				The room spun, walls swirling as if Riley was trapped on a carousel. Everything blurred, and bile burned her throat. Derek’s father had died that day outside the bank? Had she heard him correctly? 

				“Well? Are you going to admit it?”

				“Derek, I’m confused. I—”

				“Confused?” 

				His bitter chuckle stung. Gone was the sweet, funny guy she’d spent a week with. Before her sat a hardened, angry stranger.

				“I didn’t—I don’t understand.”

				“If you didn’t pull the trigger, then who did?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“You’re lying.” Derek’s angry sneer came within inches of Riley’s face. He hated her. He blamed her for killing his father. The realization hit her, stung her like icy, pelting rain.

				None of this made sense. Riley covered her ears with her hands as if they could block out his accusations.

				“You had the money. You’ve been on the run, living with a false name. You look damned guilty if you ask me.”

				“I swear I didn’t.”

				“I don’t believe you.”

				“I wouldn’t lie to you.”

				“Ha! That’s a good one. You’ve lied to me all along.”

				Riley’s hands dropped to the table, and she raised her head. Derek hovered over her with pure hatred in his eyes, blaming her for something she didn’t do, calling her a liar. He had a lot of nerve. She wasn’t the only liar in the room. How long would they have gone on, sleeping together, acting like he cared, before he admitted he was building a case against her? No way would she allow him to bully her.

			

			
				“Oh, is that your conclusion after your surveillance work of the past week?”

				“What the hell are you talking about?”

				“What did you do while I was asleep? Snoop around my house, hoping to find some evidence to use against me? Is that when you found Cody’s picture? While I was sleeping? You lied to me.”

				“And you lied to me.”

				“The only reason you wanted to get close to me was to get information, to give the FBI time to build a case. A case that’s totally bogus, by the way.”

				“That’s not true.” Derek pushed away from the table and kicked the chair as he turned his back to her. His histrionics wouldn’t intimidate her. She had been badgered and threatened by a tougher man than him. If she could survive Tyler’s rage, she could survive anything Derek Bronson threw at her.

				“What’s not true?” Fury surged through Riley’s veins, and she couldn’t sit still another minute. She rushed around the table and faced Derek. “The part about snooping around my house, or the surveillance part? Either way, you had me fooled.”

				“I wasn’t the one keeping a secret. Riley Smith, what an innocent-sounding name. Where did you get it? Out of some fairytale book?”

				“I had to change it.”

				“You sure packed your bags quick. I guess with this latest robbery, you needed to high-tail it out of town before the feds moved in. Too bad for you, we got to you before you could get away.”

				“And you’re real proud of yourself for catching on to me, aren’t you?”

			

			
				The door banged against the wall, making Riley jump. Her heart thumped in her chest as Agent Azar stormed into the room.

				“This line of questioning is getting us nowhere. We’re going to let you make your phone call, Ms. Breeland, then call it a night. We all need some sleep.”

				“Here.” Derek handed Cody’s photo to Agent Malcom. “Enter this photo into evidence. I found it in her nightstand. Time to start a file on Cody Breeland.”

				Derek shot one last, hate-filled glare at Riley and stalked out of the room. The door slammed with a deafening crack. Her chin dropped to her chest as she blew the burning breath from her lungs. She was glad he was gone. He dared accuse her of lying when he was just as guilty? Exhaustion muddled her brain, and she feared she would incriminate herself. Thank God Agent Azar called off the questioning and granted her phone call. With a little sleep and Kate’s help, maybe she could convince them she wasn’t the murderer they thought she was.

				~ ~ ~

				Riley wasn’t sure how long she’d slept in the interrogation room but was sure it had only been minutes. After she put in a call to Kate, she fell asleep with her head cradled in her arms. When the door creaked open, she swiped away drool with the back of her hand as her eyes blinked into focus. Kate stood inside the door, holding a takeaway box from a local bakery. Riley’s bones cracked as she stood and arched the kink out of her back. By the golden glow through the window, she estimated it to be dawn. She had been in that room for over six hours. 

				“How are you doing?” Kate pulled out a chair and sat across from Riley.

				“I’ve been better.”

			

			
				“I brought you a muffin and water. Someone is supposed to bring in coffee.”

				“Thanks.”

				Not knowing what else to say, Riley took a long drink of water and gave in to her growling hunger with a bite of muffin. She was surprised she could eat with the way her stomach had been in knots. 

				“Did you get much sleep?” Kate asked.

				“Not much. Just since I called you.”

				Kate turned her wrist to check the time. “About an hour. Maybe I can get you out of here, so you can go home.”

				“When did you get back from your honeymoon?”

				“Late last night.”

				“I’m sorry, Kate. I— I didn’t know who else to call.”

				“I’m glad you did.”

				Kate’s compassionate tone surprised Riley. She had lied to Kate about her real name, had lied to everyone. The web of lies clouded her mind, making her brain fuzzy.

				“Agent Azar briefed me on the case, but from what I’ve learned so far, they don’t have enough evidence to charge you.”

				“Then why am I still here?”

				“They have up to 24 hours to press charges. They’re probably hoping you’ll admit your involvement, or some damning evidence will come through.”

				“It won’t.” Relief flooded through Riley. They wouldn’t get an admission and couldn’t possibly find evidence to charge her. She hadn’t been at the bank that day and knew nothing about the robbery and murder until a few hours ago.

				“Would you like to tell me everything?”

				“Yes.”

				“Would you prefer I call you Angela?”

				“No!” Riley stretched across the table and gathered Kate’s hands in her own. “Angela is gone. I’ll never be Angela again. I’m sorry I lied to you and everyone else.”

			

			
				“I’m sure you had a good reason.”

				Tears welled in Riley’s eyes as her confidence grew. Kate’s acceptance meant more than she would ever know. She was tired of running. It would be a relief to come clean at last, even if it meant Kate would never be able to look at her the same way again. She savored the last moment of friendship they would share, then let out a long exhale. 

				“I do. I’m ready to tell my story.” She squeezed Kate’s hands before reaching for a tissue. “But you have to promise me. You can’t tell anyone. Not Liza or Brody or your grandmother or—” She wasn’t sure why it mattered considering they had no future together. “—or Derek.”

				“Whatever you tell me will be confidential. I’m not just here because we’re friends, Riley. I’m here to represent you as your lawyer.”

				Riley sucked in a long breath, digging deep in search of courage to tell her story. For the past two years, she’d done all she could to wipe the memories of Tyler from her mind, but she knew it was impossible. Kate’s image of “Riley” would be shattered when she learned Angela’s history, but the story had to be told. She let the words come.

				~ ~ ~

				“Get up!” Tyler kicked the side of the bed before crossing the room. The warped metal mini-blinds clattered open, letting in the sun’s burning morning rays. Angela had been in a dead sleep in the bedroom at the top of the stairs she shared with Tyler. She rubbed sleep from her eyes, trying to focus on the hulking figure by the window.

				“You’re needed out at the farm.”

				“What? So early? Tyler, I can’t.” She stretched out her legs, feeling the burn in her inner thighs. Last night Tyler had come home hopped up on some combination of drugs and alcohol and dragged her by the hair into the bedroom. He’d spread her legs until she thought they would snap and tied her ankles to the rough wooden bed posts. 

			

			
				“Look at me. I’m in no condition.”

				“Nothing a little make-up won’t fix.” 

				She pulled the threadbare sheet over her naked breasts. He hadn’t been satisfied to rape her last night. He had to punch her into submission, leaving behind purple bruises on her stomach and chest. When would she learn to keep her mouth shut?

				“But I’m not scheduled to work tonight.”

				“I know. You’re going out there today because we need the money.”

				“What happened to the money I gave you last week? There was almost—”

				“Why the fuck do you always argue with me?” Tyler pushed off from the window sill where he had been perched and stalked to the bed. Like a caution light flashing, the growl in his voice warned that his fist was about to intersect with her face.

				“Please, sweetie. I’m sorry.” She dropped the sheet and climbed to her knees, reaching out her hands to him. “I just didn’t understand. That’s all.” She hated herself when she whined to soothe his flammable temper. She should have learned long ago not to argue. “Sure, baby, I’ll work the pole today. That’s fine.”

				He lowered his raised fist and used it to brush his dirty bangs from his forehead. “You’re not stripping today. There’s a bachelor party coming out at two. We’re short-handed.”

				“What? Tyler. How can you ask me to—”

				“We need the fucking money, understand?” She wasn’t sure what nerve she’d touched this time but found herself nose to nose with him. The smell of coffee and unbrushed teeth made it hard to breathe, and the pain searing through her neck from his vise grip traveled deep into her back. “I don’t have the money for Chico. Do you understand? I owe him five—fucking—thousand—dollars.”

			

			
				With each word, his fingers crushed deeper into her tendons. “Your skinny ass hasn’t brought in much lately from stripping.” He tossed her away like yesterday’s trash, causing her to hit her head against the headboard. “I figure those dicks coming in won’t give a shit. They’ll be too drunk to notice. Maybe if you earn your keep, we can fatten you up.”


				This couldn’t be happening. He had forced her to work out at the farm, stripping for slathering old men and lap dancing for extra tips, but had promised she’d never have to turn tricks. Now was not a good time to start crying. Tyler hated it when she cried. He said she did it to manipulate him. Angela brushed away the tears, but it was too late.

				Tyler glared down at her. His baby-smooth face emphasized the rigidity of his jaw and the sharp angles of his cheekbones. His dark, almond-shaped eyes seared into her like a laser. Angela shrank from him and scooted up against the headboard as his face began to flush from his thick, sinewy neck to his oily hairline. Reacting to her obvious fear of him, he chuckled as he plopped on the bed beside her and rested his large, beefy hand on her thigh.

				“Damn it, Angel. Don’t start crying.” Gone was the threatening growl. Instead his voice was silky and seductive—the tone that had hooked her years ago. 

				“You know I wouldn’t ask you to do this unless I was in some serious trouble.” The delicate touch of his hand, sliding slowly up and down her thigh, raised the hairs on the back of her neck. His tender fingertips and satin voice had once made her shiver with desire. Now they ignited fear. He could change so quickly, like the flip of a switch. She had learned to stay on her guard. 

				“Do this for me, just for a couple of hours today, and I promise it will be a long time before you have to do it again.” He sealed his promise with a kiss—a soft, gentle kiss that camouflaged his rage. 

			

			
				She nodded submissively and was rewarded with a slow, wet kiss and a tweak to her nipple. “That’s my girl. You make the boys happy today, and I’ll take you out to dinner tonight.”

				The old, worn mattress bounced Angela back against the headboard as he climbed to his feet, continuing to smile sweetly as if he’d only asked her to run a few errands for him. “Now, make yourself pretty and be downstairs in fifteen minutes. I’ll drop you over there. I’ve got something else to do today.”

				~ ~ ~

				“So this farm, I take it, was a strip joint and a brothel. Right there in town?” Kate asked, keeping her eyes on the legal pad she’d been taking notes on as Riley spoke.

				“It’s about five miles outside Salemas.” Riley kept her arms tightly wrapped around her waist as she rocked back and forth in the hard metal chair. She was grateful Kate had kept her gaze mostly on the paper. It made it easier for her to tell the story.

				“How long had you two been together?”

				“Since I was sixteen. Tyler was four years older than me. When I graduated from high school, when I was eighteen, I moved away from my foster family and in with him. We lived in his grandma’s old house.”

				“How long was he abusing you?”

				“Since I was eighteen.” Riley’s mouth went sour. She tasted blood. “He changed once we moved in together.”

				“You are . . .” Kate glanced through the FBI report. Riley slowly lifted her head and shuddered at Kate’s surprise. “Twenty-six years old?”

				“Yes.”

			

			
				“You stayed with him until you were, what, twenty-four?”

				“This is why I haven’t told anyone. I see you’re judging. I was stupid, okay?” Riley jumped out of the chair. The smallness of the room, the scant inches between her and Kate, made her feel trapped. There was nowhere to hide. She walked to the window and looked out, keeping her back to Kate.

				“Hey, Riley, I wasn’t judging.” Kate came to the window and laid her hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry you went through that. It had to have been horrible.”

				“I don’t need your pity.”

				“I don’t mean it to sound like pity. It sickens me to know what you went through.” 

				Kate turned her around gently. Taller than Riley by about six inches, Kate tipped her head down to bring them eye-to-eye. “I’ve worked with battered women before. Although I’ve had no personal experience, I do understand it’s more than just physical abuse. It’s a mind game. He breaks you down until you think you deserve each punch, and at the same time, he convinces you you can’t live without him.”

				The sob growing in Riley’s throat as Kate showed her understanding finally escaped, and she dropped her head on Kate’s shoulder. Like water breaking through a dam, Riley spilled all the emotions she had trapped so deep inside.

				“He was a monster. He told me he loved me. He’d take care of me. Liar!” She hiccupped another sob and cried uncontrollably, leaving a large wet spot on Kate’s blouse. “That pig. I was nothing but a commodity to him. I earned his filthy money to buy his stinking drugs. He used me. Let other men use me. I should’ve killed him.”

				“No, you did the right thing by leaving.”

				“I tried to leave so many times before—I swear I did.” Riley snuffled the mucous running from her nose and swiped her hands across her soaked cheeks. “But it—it was like he was a mind reader. He knew every time. Then he would beat me, and I’d been too scared to try again.”

			

			
				Riley rushed across the room and gathered a bundle of tissues in her hand. Once she cleared her nose and eyes of tears, a triumphant smile warmed her face. She was sure she looked like a madwoman. But the feeling she’d had when she walked out of that house was the most exhilarating of her life.

				“That day—the day he let six different men fuck me for money—that day was my last. I couldn’t stay another minute with that creep.”

				“Come, sit down. Tell me about that day.” 

				“I can’t sit.” The room was just long enough for Riley to take a half-dozen steps and then turn around for another lap. “Velvet gave me a ride home around five when Tyler hadn’t come to pick me up. As soon as I walked in the door, he came in, happier than I’d ever seen him. I thought for sure he was pumped up on coke or something.”

				Riley stopped her trek long enough to take a drink of water and then continued pacing. Now that she had opened the flood gates, she couldn’t hold back. The words tumbled from her mouth.

				“He walked in all happy and threw the black duffle bag he carried to drug deals on the table. He lifted me off the ground and spun me around and put his filthy mouth on mine. He asked how much I took in today, and I threw the cash on the table. Two hundred dollars.”

				Bitter laughter started in her gut and came out loud and shrill. “I spread my legs all afternoon for a bunch of drunken pigs and all I took home was two hundred dollars. The rest stayed at the farm.” Riley plunged her fingers into her hair and pulled against the roots with a deep breath. “Anyway, Tyler kissed me again, told me I was the best girlfriend in the world, and we were going out to celebrate.”

			

			
				She spun around and bent down in front of Kate who was sitting in the chair. “Celebrate? What was there to celebrate? Most men wouldn’t want anyone touching their woman, let alone a bunch of overgrown frat boys.” She stood up abruptly when the thought occurred to her. “I guess I should’ve thanked him that my first time turning tricks hadn’t been with some dirty drug addict trading Tyler for dope. Thank God for small mercies, right?”

				“What happened next?” Kate’s question guided her back to the details of that day.

				“Something snapped in me. I didn’t care if he killed me. I didn’t care if he beat me to within an inch of my life—I wasn’t going to stay another day. Not another minute. As soon as he went into the bathroom for a shower, I grabbed my purse and the duffle bag and ran out the door.”

				“Why did you take the bag?”

				“He owed me. Two hundred dollars wasn’t enough for what I did that day. Hell, I gave Tyler all the money I earned stripping and never kept a cent for myself. He owed me big time.”

				The rage she had tucked away slowly rose to the top like molten lava spilling from a volcano. He’d ruined her life, and if she got the chance, she would make him pay. Monsters like Tyler Power shouldn’t be allowed to roam free. Not only was he an abusive, drug-dealing liar, she now knew he was a bank robber, too. Maybe even a murderer. That should land him in prison for his rest of his life—unless she got to him before the feds did.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 10


				Back home after being released the day before, Riley couldn’t control the quiver in her hands. She splashed coffee on the counter as she filled four mugs. Kate had called early that morning to say the FBI had a few more questions for her. It was strange having Derek back in her house, not as her lover but as the agent who wanted to put her in jail. Her anger at him had cooled after a good night’s sleep, replaced by empathy for the loss of his father. She could only imagine his determination to find his father’s killer. She just wished she wasn’t the chief suspect.

				She could hear quiet murmuring from Kate as she talked with Alex and Derek in the living room. What more could they possibly ask her? She’d told them everything she knew about the day of the first robbery. How did they expect her to find Tyler?

				“Here, let me help you with that.” Kate’s sudden appearance made Riley jump and another black puddle spread on the countertop. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

				“It’s okay. I just don’t know what more I can tell them.”

				“They have a plan they want to discuss with you. I’m not sure what it is.”

				“There’s only one way to find out.”

				Derek and Alex sat in chairs dragged in from the kitchen while Riley and Kate took a seat on her worn sofa. The agents were wearing suits and matching furrowed brows. Whatever they were about to discuss with her was serious, making her nervous energy turn nuclear.

			

			
				“As Kate may have told you, we sent some local agents to Salemas to find Tyler Power, and they were unsuccessful.” 

				Just like in the interrogation room, Alex led the discussion. Derek kept his eyes on his coffee mug. Was he too angry to look at her? 

				“Can you think of anyone who would know his whereabouts?”

				“No.” Riley cleared the fear clogging her vocal cords. “No. Other than his father, Buck Power, or his aunt Cindy.”

				“We checked with them. What about your brother, Cody?”

				“Cody? He wouldn’t know where Tyler is.” Riley’s chest tightened with panic and she had to consciously breathe deep to keep the oxygen flowing. Did they think Cody was involved? He steered clear of Tyler as much as he could, but every so often Tyler would show up at the car dealership where Cody worked and ask about her. That’s how she knew he was still looking for her.

				“Aren’t they friends?”

				“No.” 

				“You sure about that?”

				“I’m sure.”

				“You and Cody were in the foster care system, is that correct?”

				“Yes.”

				“Didn’t Cody live with the Power family when he was in high school?”

				The FBI had done their research. She shouldn’t be surprised.

				“Yes. We were split up after we lived with the first family. I lived with a few different families over the next couple years, but Cody was sent to live with the Powers.” While Cody had it pretty easy living in Judge Power’s beautiful home with endless opportunities and a supportive family, Riley had moved from family to family, feeling unwanted at each place.

			

			
				“You don’t think he and Tyler remained friends?”

				“They were never friends.”

				“Doesn’t your brother work at Salemas Ford?”

				Alex continued the interrogation while Derek kept his eyes fixed on his lap.

				“Yes.” 

				“Tyler was wearing a Salemas Ford hat during the last bank robbery.”

				“So?”

				“Our understanding is that Tyler and Cody spend a lot of time together back at Salemas.”

				“That’s not true.”

				“How do you know?”

				“Because Cody—” Alex’s question had brought Riley to her feet. A slow burn started in her belly. They were trying to link Cody to Tyler, but she knew the only link between them was her and his years as a foster child in the Power home. “Cody doesn’t hang out with Tyler.”

				“Again, how do you know?”

				“Because he would have told me.” Riley’s nails dug into her fisted palms. “Cody wouldn’t hang around with the likes of Tyler. He’s a decorated veteran, completed four deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan. He’s a good, honest, hardworking man who wants nothing to do with Tyler.”

				“You’re in touch with your brother?”

				“Yes. We’re in touch a couple times a month. He cares deeply for my safety.”

				“Your safety?”

				“He keeps me informed about—” She wasn’t sure she could talk about this with Derek present.

				“About?”

				“Whether or not Tyler is still looking for me.”

			

			
				Riley knew the time would come to tell them everything—her relationship with Tyler, stripping, and prostituting. As much as she wanted to keep her past in the past, she couldn’t let Cody get implicated in something he didn’t do.

				“Why is Tyler looking for you?” 

				This time Derek asked the question. The sudden force of his gaze on her was like a physical blow.

				“He’ll never stop looking for me.”

				“And why is that?” 

				Derek’s voice had grown quiet, but not in the soft, intimate way she’d come to expect from their pillow talk. Clearly, he had put all that behind him—and she should do the same. But no matter how angry he was, how distant, she could never shake the sweet, loving side of him. He was the only person who had ever made her feel cherished, and she would cling to it the rest of her life. Derek might be forever lost to her, but their time together would stay with her. 

				Riley cleared her throat once, twice. She met Derek’s gaze head-on.

				“I have something that belongs to him.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 11


				“What exactly is that?” Alex asked. The other night they had interrogated her for several hours, and all along Derek had a niggling feeling that Riley hadn’t told them everything she knew. They didn’t have enough evidence to formally charge her, but maybe now she’d give them some information they could work with. 

				Derek leaned back into the chair, rubbing his temples against a threatening headache while Alex paced a hole in the floor. They were getting closer. Riley glanced over at Kate before answering.

				“I don’t actually have it, but he thinks I do.”

				“Care to share your little secret?” Alex’s sarcasm was more controlled than Derek’s would have been. It took all his self-control not to shake the truth out of her.

				“The money. He thinks I have the money.”

				Derek blew out an audible breath and shook his head, rubbing the back of his neck. She was playing games again. “Yes, we’ve established you took the money.”

				“He probably thinks I still have it.”

				“But it’s no longer in your possession, correct?” 

				Derek rubbed his itchy palms across his thighs. Would she just get on with it? Maybe she was using this delay tactic to come up with another lie.

				“Correct.”

				“So why would he think—”

				“I know where it is.”

				A collective huff of pent-up air escaped simultaneously from Derek and Alex. 

			

			
				“Mind telling us where?”

				“I left it in a culvert along state road ten.”

				“You left it in a culvert. Two years ago?”

				“Yes.”

				“And would you know which culvert, by any chance?” Alex asked, struggling to keep his patience. 

				Derek jumped to his feet. She was lying again—he knew it. He couldn’t sit still another minute. If she was telling the truth, the chances of finding a duffle bag, stuffed in a culvert after two years, was nearly impossible. It could’ve washed away after a heavy rain or been found by someone else. Even if they located the money, it wouldn’t lead them to his father’s killer.

				“What difference does it make? It wouldn’t be there now. It’s been two years,” Derek said as Alex crooked his finger and tipped his head toward the kitchen. He followed his partner through the doorway, shaking his head. “It’ll be a waste of our time.” 

				“Listen, it might still be there. We have to follow-up.” Alex spoke just above a whisper.

				“It’d be like finding a needle in a haystack. There’s no way—”

				“If we found it, we might get important DNA evidence—”

				“So we might get Power’s DNA, but it won’t lead us to him.” 

				“But maybe she can. I have an idea.”

				Alex gripped Derek’s arm and led him back into the living room. Riley and Kate’s quiet murmurings stopped when they came in the room. 

				“I know exactly where I left it.” 

				“Riley, you don’t have to—” Kate placed her hand on Riley’s arm. 

				“And I can take you there.”

				“You’re willing to go with us to Kentucky to find the money?” Alex asked.

			

			
				“Yes. And . . . and I’ll help you find Tyler.”

				“That’s exactly what I was hoping to hear.” After a single clap of his hands, Alex rubbed them together—apparently, he and Riley were on the same page.

				“But Riley, wouldn’t that be dangerous for you? What if he is still looking for you?” Kate asked.

				A flush rose in her cheeks as she clenched her jaw. Derek couldn’t believe the determination in Riley’s eyes as she said, “Tyler has taken away the last two years of my life—no, the last eight. If he’s not made to pay for his crimes, I’ll never have the life I want.”

				When her gaze hit his, her need for vengeance struck him at his core. Was a life with him what she was referring to? Something in her tone made him question if she was a lying murderer or an unsuspecting victim—a possibility he had forcibly dismissed. He had to remain objective, regardless of the feelings she’d stirred him during their week together. There was more to the story than just a bank robbery and murder—that much he knew for sure. Riley was holding back something he needed to know, and it was high time he found out the whole truth. 

				~ ~ ~

				For most of the four-hour drive from Highland Springs to Salemas, Riley slept or listened to music through her ear buds. Alex and Derek rode up front, talking quietly between themselves, working on a strategy and possible cover story for the agents who would join them in their search for Tyler. Derek tried to concentrate on their plans, but his mind kept wandering to Riley. 

				The fact that she was willing to accompany them back to the first crime scene, show them the hiding place where she stashed the money, and help flush out Tyler, proved maybe he was wrong about her. But he needed hard evidence to prove her innocence. She talked with confidence, but her gray pallor and quivering hands showed just how frightened she was.

			

			
				When they arrived at the safe house where they would be staying, Derek deposited her suitcase in the upstairs bedroom. As he turned to leave, Riley stood in the doorway of her room, her hands wringing nervously, and her eyes wide with worry.

				“Alex and I will take the room downstairs,” he said.

				“Thanks.”

				“Let us know if you need anything.”

				“Okay.”

				Riley attempted a smile as she glanced over her shoulder to the bedroom. She looked so young and helpless standing there with tears glistening in her eyes. He fought the urge to take her in his arms and tell her she’d be okay. He couldn’t let his emotions win out. First he had to know beyond the shadow of a doubt that she had nothing to do with his father’s death or the bank robbery. If only they hadn’t spent a perfect week together. Bo made him promise he could keep a level head through the investigation and had expressed his concern that Derek’s emotions regarding his father’s death would interfere. In truth, it was his warm feelings for Riley that might actually be the problem.

				“Well then, I’ll go downstairs. Come down once you’re settled.” 

				He stepped off the landing, but her shaky hand on his arm stopped him. 

				“I want you to know I’ll do all I can to help you find your father’s killer. Even face Tyler if necessary.” The quiver in her voice broke and chipped away at Derek’s defenses. His fingers itched to graze the softness of her face. “And if something happens to me—”

				“Nothing is going to happen.”

			

			
				“You don’t know Tyler. He’s unpredictable, capable of—”

				“We’ll keep you safe.”

				“He won’t stop until he finds me.”

				“What did he do to you?”

				“Promise me you’ll be careful.”

				She released his arm with a gentle caress and locked her gaze with his. Her body no longer quivered, and for the first time that day, color had returned to her cheeks.

				“Whatever happens, I want you to know how sorry I am for lying to you.” She raised her hand to stop him from interrupting. “The days we spent together were the happiest of my life.”

				“Riley, I—”

				“I mean it. I’ll never forget it. Thank you.”

				“You’ll have other happy times in the future.”

				“Not like those. I’m sure you want to forget you ever met me, but—” 

				“Look, what we had last week was . . . intense.” Derek raked his hand through his hair and glanced over his shoulder to the open great room below. His emotions were at war—part of him thought she was guilty, knew more than she was letting on, and the other half of him wanted to drag her into his arms. He turned back to Riley, catching her remorseful stare. “But it mattered. To me. You—” He couldn’t go on. It was too complicated, too strange.

				“Yeah.” 

				He couldn't ignore the sad resignation in her voice. 

				“For me, too,” Riley said, with a forced smile. She entered the bedroom and shut the door softly behind her, leaving Derek conflicted on the staircase. He was determined to find his father’s killer, and at this point, he still couldn’t rule her out. But what he’d told Riley was the truth—their time together had meant something to him. More than he wanted to admit. Guilty or not, the least he could do was keep her safe.

			

			
				~ ~ ~

				Once Derek and Alex had stocked the safe house with equipment, weapons, and personal effects, they walked around the perimeter of the property, leaving Riley in the great room. The local bureau had secured this mountaintop cabin, which sat about ten miles between Salemas and Comstock. 

				Derek swiped the sweat from his forehead. With the humidity outside, not even the heavy stand of trees and high elevation could hold back the summer’s heat. 

				“Are you ready to show us the money?” Alex chuckled as they reentered the house.

				“Sure.” Riley was sitting on the corner of the leather sofa, her feet tucked behind her, looking so young and vulnerable. “And once we find it, what’s next?” 

				“We were hoping you’d have some ideas. What would bring your boyfriend out of the woodwork?” Alex asked, purposely baiting her.

				“He’s not my boyfriend.” 

				“My mistake.” 

				Riley’s green-eyed glare showed she didn’t appreciate Alex’s feigned innocence. When he chuckled, she dropped her gaze, blinking rapidly as she twisted her hands in her lap. Sympathy burrowed in Derek’s chest. Alex needed to lighten up, give her a break, but instead he continued his questions.

				“Where are his hang-outs? Maybe your brother could help.”

				“Cody doesn’t hang out with Tyler.”

				“Look, it’s been two years since you lived here. Have you ever considered things have changed?”

				“They couldn’t have changed much.”

			

			
				“We’ll just have to find out, won’t we?”

				“Okay, you two, let’s go.” Derek was afraid Alex’s needling would cause Riley to clam up. She was under no obligation to help them find Travis but was most definitely their best resource. “Let’s find the money first, then talk about next steps.” 

				Derek grabbed the keys from the coffee table where they had been tossed earlier. He threw open the door and stomped down the wooden steps with the sound of Alex and Riley following behind him. 

				With Riley’s instructions, Derek drove the three of them off the mountain through downtown Salemas and on to the convenience store in Jackson where she had spent the stolen money. She’d requested they go there first, as a starting point, so she could get her bearings. She said the day she ran, she had strategically placed the money where she could easily find it again in case she ever needed it.

				“We’re at the store. Now where do we go?” Derek looked through the rearview mirror, catching Riley staring out through the window with a worried frown.

				“Turn left out of the parking lot, toward the interstate.”

				“Is the money hidden on this road?” Alex asked.

				“Yes. Under the sixth road on the right.”

				The tall trees and grassy fields flashed by while the silence in the vehicle gave Derek time to ponder the number six. Why would that number be so significant, so unforgettable? Only seconds had passed before she answered his unspoken question.

				“It’s how long I lived in hell.”

				He glanced through the rearview mirror and caught Riley staring at his reflection. If only he knew what was going through her mind right now. Though she was looking in his direction, her focus seemed to be a world away. Would she ever share the secrets she kept bottled up?

			

			
				Several miles later, Derek slowed down at an unmarked gravel lane on the right. “This is the sixth lane. Does it count as a road?”

				“Maybe. I can’t remember.”

				“Can’t remember? You said you knew where it was. You remember six roads but can’t remember if it was paved on not?” Doubt sharpened Alex’s tone. Derek glared at him, willing him to go easy on her.

				“I was in a hurry. I didn’t really memorize the terrain.”

				“Let’s check it out.” Derek pulled over and took two pairs of latex gloves from a box lying in the floorboard. He handed a pair to Alex and climbed out, looking around at the thick woods along the road. Riley followed them to the edge of the deep ditch and knitted her brows in concentration.

				“Let’s take a look.” Derek inched down the steep embankment.

				“Shit. There must be two inches of water in this ditch,” Alex complained as he climbed down the incline to the culvert overgrown with weeds. “Mother f—and it’s cold.” 

				Without waiting, Derek hopped in, landing with a splash in the spring rain gathered in the drainage ditch. They both crouched in front of the large pipe that ran under the gravel drive as Alex shone the flashlight into the darkness. Riley had stayed at the top of the bank, waiting while they investigated.

				“Empty,” Derek said as he climbed back up the hill.

				“Nothing but an old soda can and leather boot.” Alex stomped his wet feet on the roadside and glared at Riley. “Do you think you miscounted?”

				“This must not be the one.”

				“No shit,” Alex grumbled as he swung open the car door.

				The three of them climbed into the car, but before Derek started the engine, he turned around to face Riley.

				“Are you sure about six roads? The sixth culvert?”

				“Yes, but maybe I actually counted paved roads.” Riley chewed on her lower lip as she glanced out the window. “Should we go back to the store and start over?”

			

			
				“No, we’re not starting over.” Alex didn’t bother to hide his frustration. “We’ve passed exactly five paved roads and one gravel road. We’ll look under the next paved road.” As they pulled back onto the two-lane street, Alex muttered to Derek, “This hunting expedition better lead us to the murderer.”

				Since there were no cars following behind them, Derek drove slowly until they came to another gravel lane. 

				“Does this look familiar?” He leaned his elbow on the console and glanced over his shoulder at Riley staring out the window.

				“I don’t think this is it.” Riley’s eyes darted between the road and the trees. How the hell could she remember one road from another after two years? “I remember holding on to a small sapling as I went over the embankment.” 

				Derek shifted into drive with a heavy sigh. He was starting to feel like Alex—that she’d led them on a wild goose chase. They passed an entrance to an elementary school and an auto parts store on the left.

				“I don’t remember these places being here,” she muttered.

				The further they drove, the more frustrated he became. From Alex’s incoherent grumblings and bouncing knee, it was evident he was agitated, too. Up ahead was the sixth paved road—a wide intersection with four stop lights dangling from wires. Hopefully, this was the one.

				“This doesn’t look right,” Riley said, searching the scene outside her window.

				“Well, it’s the sixth paved road I’ve counted from the convenience store. Are you sure it was six?” Alex asked.

				“Yes. Six. I couldn’t forget.” Riley reached for the door handle to let herself out. “Let me take a look.”

			

			
				She walked to the edge of the deep ravine with its shallow creek running through. The embankment was very steep, leading down to a concrete-lined ditch that ran through a large culvert under the road. It was hot and humid, and sweat formed on the back of Derek’s neck as he looked up through hooded lids at the blazing hot sun. 

				“I’ll look this time,” Riley said, as she took a few tentative steps down the embankment. Suddenly she was on her ass, sliding toward the watery ditch below. Derek went after her. She reached out a hand and grabbed hold of a scruffy tree growing near the bottom, stopping her momentum before her feet submerged in the water. 

				“Are you okay?” Derek called, picking his way down the steep bank. When he reached Riley, he bent and lifted her against his chest, settling the two of them on the side of the hill with her bottom firmly on his lap. “Okay?” 

				His hand landed on the soft flesh below her breasts and, though covered by her cotton T-shirt, he was aroused by the familiar allure of her body. For a second, Derek let himself enjoy the sensation while taking a deep breath of her perfume into his lungs. She glanced over her shoulder, and his heart stopped when her green eyes locked with his.

				“Yes, I’m—I’m fine.” 

				The catch in her voice and the hesitation in her eyes made him pull her tighter against his chest. Tempted to lean down and kiss her soft lips, he shook his head to clear his hunger and instead lifted her onto the steep ground next to the narrow trunk. 

				“This is it. This is the place,” she said.

				“Don’t you think you would’ve remembered a big intersection?” Alex had joined them, his legs braced to provide balance. 

				“It wasn’t a big intersection then. I do remember that. But I remember this tree and I remember . . .” She glanced at the field on the other side of the ditch. “There were big, round hay bales in this field. The grass had just been cut.”

			

			
				They all looked at the grassy field in front of them, with its stalks waving in the light breeze.

				“It can’t still be here,” Alex said as he inched his way toward the ditch. “They probably replaced the culvert when they widened the road.” He squatted along the watery edge and shone his flashlight under the road. “Can’t see a thing. Too many weeds.”

				Derek slid down the embankment to join Alex at the mouth of the culvert. They tugged thick handfuls of tall grass, saplings, and weeds away from the pipe, throwing the obstructions on the hill behind them. Riley crab-walked up the bank and brushed the dirt from the back of her jeans. She was out of his sight until Alex’s flashlight beam illuminated the empty pipe and caught her crouched on the other side of the culvert. She stared into the abyss a few seconds and then stood, kicking up a spray of water. She stomped away from them, splashing frigid water on her pant legs. She seemed as disappointed as they were at finding an empty ditch. Derek was starting to believe this was no wild goose chase after all.

				Still bent over in front of the pipe, Derek watched Riley walk a few yards, kicking and stomping through the muddy drainage ditch until she stopped at a clump of weeds. She nudged the weedy grass with the toe of her shoe, and then bent over to tug on the handle of something. She came up with a heavy black object in her hand and then landed flat on her ass in a deep puddle of water. She blinked several times as she held up a black duffle bag.

				“I found it!” Riley screamed. “I found the bag! It’s here!”

				As she crawled on hands and knees up the side of the muddy ditch, Derek and Alex ran across the road and slid down the embankment. When they got to her, she pulled the zipper tongue and a pungent mildew smell filled the air. She looked inside, and her expression registered disappointment, settling an anvil-heavy frustration in Derek’s chest. He snatched the bag from her hand and reached into the black mess inside. 

			

			
				“Well, I’ll be damned,” he muttered as he pulled out what looked like a banded stack of bills. The outer part of the pile was black and covered with mildew, but underneath was green, one-hundred-percent bona fide United States currency.

				“Why Ms. Breeland, I believe you’ve given us our first break in the case.” Alex smirked as he tipped his imaginary cap and gave a hearty slap to Derek’s shoulder. 

				Riley dropped her chin to her chest, oozing mud covering her hands and knees. She breathed deeply, surely drawing in the sour smell of stagnant water, as the first glimmer of hope grew in Derek’s chest. Maybe she was telling the truth. Maybe she had nothing to do with the robbery and murder. His cloak of suspicion was slipping away and with a little more proof, he might be able to forgive her.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 12


				Riley clicked off the blow dryer and ran her fingers through her long, straight hair. The reflection looking back was the young, red-headed girl she remembered from her youth, before the need to hide and change her appearance. She was pleased with her dye selection, which nearly matched what she remembered as her natural color. 

				She might look like her old self on the outside, but inside, she wasn’t the same. That girl had been lonely and isolated, with few friends, and had fallen hard for the first boy to shower her with attention. She believed back then that Tyler was her true love when in reality, he was a sick, controlling monster. By the time he’d shown his true colors, she was stuck.

				Heavy footsteps and muffled voices carried to the second floor. Derek and Alex had been gone for several hours, leaving her under the watch of Jill, a female agent on the team. Jill had kindly given her a ride to a drugstore in Comstock, waiting in the car while she shopped for hair color. If she was going to help lure Tyler out of hiding, it would make sense to look like her old self. 

				Riley flipped off the light switch and walked down the stairs, her heart pounding in anticipation of Derek’s reaction to her appearance. She knew what they had was over, but his opinion mattered just the same. When she walked into the kitchen, the conversation stopped.

				Alex let out a long, shrill whistle while Derek stared. His Adam’s apple bobbed, but his expression remained blank.

			

			
				“So this is the real you?” Jill crossed the room and stood before Riley with her hands on her hips. “I like it.”

				“That’s your natural color?” Alex asked, slack-jawed at her transformation. “You had me fooled.”

				“Yep, I’m a natural redhead.”

				Derek still hadn’t said anything but continued to look at her with an inscrutable expression.

				“And she has another surprise,” Jill said, taking her seat at the table. “Riley emailed Cody with her phone number, and he called right away. They arranged to meet at the diner in Salemas for lunch tomorrow.”

				“That was fast,” Alex said.

				“He’s been trying to meet up with me for a while now.” Riley took the last chair at the table between Alex and Jill. Derek kept his gaze down now that she was seated across from him.

				“Okay, so tonight we need to prepare you for that meeting,” Alex said.

				“Right. We need to work on your story and why you want to see him after all this time,” Jill added.

				“I already know what I’m going to say.”

				“Okay, let’s hear it.” Alex turned toward Riley and perched his elbow on the table. She had thought long and hard about how she could draw Tyler out of hiding; the money was a sure thing as far as bait went. Revenge was probably another. If only she could draw Derek out of his silence. It was killing her not knowing what he was thinking. He wouldn’t even look at her, as if he wished she no longer existed. Maybe if she helped them catch Tyler, Derek would finally look at her again.

				“I’m going to ask him if he can get word to Tyler that I’m back. Maybe spread it around like gossip that he’s seen me and I’m moving back to town.”

				“Great. It’s a small town and news should spread quickly. Make sure to mention you have something you know Tyler wants,” Alex said.

			

			
				“Right. If he comes to the garage, I’ll get word to him through Cody that I want to meet with him to return his money.”

				“We’ll arrange a location and send Jill with you and come up with a cover story about who she is.”

				“I don’t want an agent with me. He’ll know it’s a set-up. I want to see him alone.”

				“Absolutely not.” Derek leaned across the table, half-lifted out of his seat. His cold, hard stare pinned her to the back of her chair. “There’s no way you’re going to meet with him by yourself.” 

				“I thought—”

				“We can get him on our own without physically involving you. He’ll surface once word’s out you’re back in town.”

				“But—”

				“But nothing. Forget it.” 

				The fire burning in his face surely matched the flush Riley was feeling. He was angry, but so was she. After Tyler, she swore no man would tell her what to do. 

				“I agreed to help you, but I don’t have to follow your commands. I’m here of my own free will. Until you charge me with something, I’ll make my own decisions.”

				“Wait. It could work.” Alex patted Derek on the back and applied enough pressure to make him sit, but it didn’t erase the obstinate scowl on his face. “Riley will wear a wire. She can meet him in a public place. He’ll confess to the robbery and tell her the name of the murderer.”

				“Trust me, it won’t go that easily.” Derek slumped in his chair and rubbed the back of his neck.

				“We’ll have undercover agents positioned nearby,” Jill said.

				“We—” Derek pointed his finger in a circle at the agents at the table while keeping his eyes focused on Riley, “will find another way. We’re the experts and will ask for Riley’s input if necessary. Not the other way around.” Derek pushed away from the table and walked onto the porch, slamming the door behind him. 

			

			
				The room grew quiet after he stormed out, leaving the steady tick of the wall clock and Riley’s heart thrumming in her ears. His protests came as a surprise. Her whole reason for being here was to lure Tyler out of hiding. Maybe with a little time to cool off, Derek would see the logic in her plan. Jill and Alex’s conversation broke the silence in the room.

				“Did you find out anything while you were in town?” Jill asked.

				“Nothing specific, but we chatted it up with some locals at a couple of bars and told them we were looking for some action tonight. They suggested we go to a strip joint out on Route 45,” Alex said. “One guy referred to it as ‘the farm.’”

				“‘The farm?’ That’s an interesting name for a strip club.”

				“That’s what I said. Then I asked one guy if he’d seen Tyler around lately. Told him I was a friend of his.”

				“And?”

				“Same answer. Look for him at the farm.”

				The thrumming in Riley’s ears was taken over by a whole rhythm section that kept time with her pounding heart. If they went, it wouldn’t be long before they found out Riley had once worked there. Kate had recommended she keep the farm a secret unless they asked her directly.

				Her stomach took a tumble as if she had plunged from the top of a roller coaster. Once they visited that wretched place, they’d surely have questions for her.

				“Are you okay?” Jill’s warm hand on Riley’s arm, meant as a kind gesture, burned like a hot skillet flattened on her skin. She snatched her arm away and rubbed at the pain.

				“You don’t look so good,” Alex said. 

				“Tyler hangs out at a farm,” Jill said, suspicion etched on her face. “Know anything about it?”

			

			
				“The way the guy described it, it’s an actual farm house, but with dancers,” Alex said.

				Fear had frozen Riley’s vocal chords. She shook her head, unable to answer Jill’s question. Before she’d tell them about the farm, she first had to tell Derek, but she wasn’t sure she had enough courage to do that. 

				Jill seemed satisfied that Riley’s silence equaled ignorance. She turned to Alex and asked, “So that’s where you’re headed tonight?”

				“Yeah. I think you should go with us. Derek and I and a couple of agents from the local office will go as guys out for a night of partying. You and Riley can come and ask about getting jobs there or something. See if you can get some information about Tyler from some of the strippers.”

				“That’s a good plan, but I’m not so sure they’d believe I’d want to be a stripper. Riley could maybe convince them.”

				Riley’s heart thumped, and her chest tightened. She was back on that roller coaster going at warp speed, making her stomach roil. She glanced from Jill to Alex while black stars flashed in front of her. 

				“I-I can’t.” 

				It felt as though a dump truck had rolled across her chest. Pain and tightness constricted her lungs, and her vision was obscured. She couldn’t breathe. 

				“Can’t. Go. There,” she gasped. 

				Riley dropped her head between her knees and drew in loud, wheezing breaths. The first few months after she had run away, she suffered from panic attacks whenever she thought about that day at the farm, in the purple room—with those men. 

				“Don’t . . . make . . . me—”

				A hand landed gently on her back, and a paper bag was pressed over her nose and mouth. She struggled to draw in a breath, but after a few feeble attempts, the tightness in her chest slackened. 

			

			
				“That’s it. Breathe in.” Derek was beside her, holding the bag to her face and tenderly rubbing his hand down the length of her back. She hadn’t heard him come back in. “A little more deeply this time.”

				She followed his instructions and after a few minutes was able to lift her head. The black floaters slowly retreated from her vision, and the heavy load lifted from her chest. She dabbed her eyes with the tissue someone had placed in her hand as she sucked air deep into her lungs.

				“Th-thank you,” she sputtered, smiling up at Derek. He crushed the paper bag between his hands and walked away.

				“Feeling better?” Jill asked.

				“Yes, thank you.”

				“Obviously, Riley can’t go.” Derek slammed the paper ball in the trash and returned to the table. He seemed calmer, less angry than he’d been before he rushed onto the porch. Now he stood with his hands on his hips, glancing around the table. “Alex and Jill will go as a couple out on a date and will try to get some information out of some of the strippers. The local agents will go as a bunch of guys out for fun. They’ll try to find out who runs the place and if they know Tyler.”

				“What about you?” Alex asked.

				“I’ll stay with Riley. Looks to me like she knows something about this farm.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 13


				After her panic attack, Riley retreated upstairs and locked herself away in the bedroom for a few hours. The sun had long disappeared behind the thick stand of pine trees, leaving the safe house grounds cloaked in darkness. Derek watched from the front porch as a parade of tail lights disappeared down the lane. The other agents were heading to town for their assignments. The wind had picked up, and dark storm clouds brewed in the distance. They were about to have a hell of a storm. If Riley didn’t come down soon, he’d wake her. He had a new batch of questions for her, starting with what set off her panic attack this afternoon. His gut told him she knew more than a little about this farm.

				When he came back into the house, she was padding down the steps on bare feet, wearing shorts and a sleeveless tank. As she crossed the empty great room, his gaze trailed from her creamy shoulders to her silky bare legs. He followed her into the kitchen, where she leaned into the refrigerator and pulled out a piece of pizza and a bottle of water, then shuffled out of the room without speaking to him.  

				“You don’t have to leave on my account.” His quietly spoken words stopped her in her tracks. But she didn’t respond, just turned and left the kitchen. He followed her lead and grabbed some pizza, then found her settled on the sofa in the great room.

				“Mind if I join you?” Derek stood just inside the threshold, hoping his friendly offer to break bread would loosen up whatever secrets she was keeping.

				“Sure.”

			

			
				The sofa cushions sank when Derek sat on the opposite end, far enough away to squelch any physical temptation. He couldn’t let his unending attraction for her muddy the purpose of this trip. They were here to find Tyler and discover his father’s murderer. No matter how pretty she was with her natural red hair—always a weakness for him—he had to stay focused on their goal.

				“What time are you meeting Cody tomorrow?”

				“We’re having lunch at noon.”

				“We’ll put a wire on you in case he shares important information. Tell him you know about Tyler robbing banks. That someone died at the first robbery. See what he knows.”

				“Cody doesn’t know anything. I told you, he doesn’t have anything to do with Tyler.”

				“Tell him you’d like to see Tyler because you have something he wants. You want to make peace.”

				“I think I can handle it.”

				“Tell him you’re tired of running from him.”

				“I am tired of running. Got anymore instructions?” She tossed her plate on the coffee table and folded her arms over her chest. He needed to ease up if he wanted her to tell him anything.

				“Why didn’t you go to the police? Right from the beginning?”

				“What would I have told them? I stole his drug money? I didn’t know anything about the robbery until five days ago.”

				They sat in silence for a few minutes, neither looking at the other. He was starting to believe she had nothing to do with the robbery and murder. The money was found right where she said she had left it. If she was guilty, she wouldn’t have led them to her hiding place. The panic attack was real, he was sure of it. But before he could tell her he believed her, he needed a little more information. Like why had she lied to him about her real name? They had grown so close. Didn’t she realize she could trust him to protect her?

			

			
				“I’m sorry.” Riley finally broke the silence, tearing him away from the questions forming in his mind.

				“What’ve you got to be sorry for?”

				“For everything.”

				He tossed the paper plate onto the coffee table and shifted onto his hip, ready to get to the meat of the matter.

				“You lied to me,” he said.

				“I know. I’m sorry, but—”

				“I thought I was sleeping with a sweet girl named Riley, but instead I was with—”

				“A criminal? That’s what you think.”

				“Yeah. No. I don’t know what to think.”

				“If it makes any difference, I lied to everyone. Not just you.”

				“Why’d you do it?”

				“The lying? I told you—”

				“Why did you sleep with me knowing something might develop between us? Kind of brazen of you. Would you have ever told me your real name?”

				Riley picked up the water bottle from the coffee table, drew in a deep breath and then took a long drink—as if she needed strength to answer his questions.

				“I didn’t set out to trick you or—”

				“Was it just a game to you?” Forget maintaining his professional objectivity. She’d played him, and it hurt. Damn it, he wasn’t supposed to have fallen for her in just a week, but apparently he had.

				“I had no intention of sleeping with you. I’ve been very careful not to get involved with anyone since I’ve been on the run. I was planning to leave Highland Springs. I’d been there too long.”

				“And yet—”

				“And yet, we danced and flirted and I . . .” a shiver shook her body “. . . couldn’t resist you. I wanted to leave Highland Springs with the memory of one night with you. But one night turned into two and then three and then—”

			

			
				“And then your face showed up on a surveillance photo from the convenience store.”

				He caught the glimmer of tears forming in her eyes and guilt formed a tight knot in his gut. With a softer tone, he might have better luck getting the truth. “I’m sorry.”

				“It’s okay.” She brushed her hair behind her shoulders and swiped an errant tear. “Yes, I bought gas with the money from the duffle bag—money I thought was from a drug sale—and have been on the run ever since. But one thing you must know.” She laid her hand on the cushion between them and locked her gaze on him. “I’ve been with only two men in my life. I thought the first one was true love, but he abused me. I chose to be with the second one—needed to be with him—even though I knew it wouldn’t last.”

				“It might have if you hadn’t lied.” She snatched her hand back from the cushion between them and tucked it under her leg. Her cheeks flushed with anger—or had she been stung by his sharp reply? Maybe that’s what he had wanted all along—to hurt her as much as she’d hurt him.

				A rumble of thunder shook the cabin, and a blinding bolt of lightning streaked outside the window. It threw light on the pain in Riley’s eyes.

				“What about you?” she asked. “Were you with me just to get information? Did you think I was involved all along?”

				“No, I had no idea until Friday when I saw your face in the surveillance photo.”

				“And you immediately thought I was guilty.”

				Derek stretched his long legs under the coffee table and laced his fingers on top of his head with a heavy sigh. Yes, he thought she was guilty, was absolutely convinced. It was the only thing that made sense. Her fake name, her running away. She looked guilty as hell, but now he wasn’t so sure.

			

			
				“Not only did I lie to you, I used you,” Riley murmured, pulling him back to the conversation with a deep breath. 

				“Used me?”

				“I knew I didn’t have a future with you or anyone else, but I wanted to at least have the memories of what love could be.”


				“Love can’t be based on lies.”

				“I agree. That’s why I want to tell you everything, and I hope you understand. I don’t have a reason to lie to you anymore. You know my real name, but you don’t know why I changed it.”

				“Okay.”

				“I wasn’t at the robbery, and I didn’t kill your father. I know you think I did.”

				“That will be determined after you tell me your story.”

				“I can see it in your eyes. You think I helped Tyler rob the bank, that I was outside and shot your dad. You think I knew the money was stolen, don’t you?”

				“I’ll admit if it had been up to me, we wouldn’t have released you from custody until we were sure. But the fact that you’re willing to help us—” 

				“I can prove I wasn’t there and knew nothing about the robbery or murder.”

				“How can you prove it?”

				“I have an alibi. I was working that day.”

				Riley took a deep breath and shuddered with its release. Whatever she was about to tell him was important and hard for her to share. He felt like a jackass. His hard, biting words had left their mark. He fought the urge to gather her in his arms. 

				“Earlier that day, before I left Tyler for good, I was—”

				The lights went out. The house was thrown into total darkness.

				~ ~ ~

				Derek could barely see his hand in front of his face. Riley stood up and created a shadowy figure as she inched toward the picture window. Rain pelted the roof like Mother Nature had dumped a bucket of nails on the house. A rafter-shattering crack of thunder followed a bolt of lightning that illuminated Riley’s silhouette, showing her arms tightly wrapped around her middle. She was shaking.

			

			
				“I think I saw a flashlight in the kitchen,” she said.

				Derek inched cautiously toward the kitchen, using his hands to anchor him along the walls and through the doorways. A moment later, he returned with the flashlight, its bright beam leading his way back into the great room. Riley had returned to the sofa and was curled into a ball, knees to her chin, wild-eyed. 

				“Afraid of storms?”

				“Not really.” Riley drew her knees tighter to her chest. “I don’t like the dark—it reminds me too much of—” She tucked her forehead to her knees, unable to finish. Maybe she’d explain with a bit more light.

				“I saw another flashlight in the kitchen. I’ll get it for you.”

				Derek returned to find Riley still curled in a ball, but now she rocked back and forth like a bobber on the water. She didn’t reach for the flashlight, so he put it in her hand by lacing her fingers around the shaft.

				“Stay here. I’m going to check outside around the house.”

				“Why?”

				“I just want to make sure everything is okay.”

				“Do you think someone shut off the power? Could it be Tyler?”

				“I’m sure it’s just the storm.”

				Derek walked toward the door, convinced the weather was to blame for the outage, but the thought had crossed his mind that Tyler was behind it. He slipped his Glock out of its holster, the weapon cold and heavy in his hand. It had been months since he’d used it, and he hoped tonight it would remain dormant. A tiny squeal escaped from Riley when the deadbolt’s metallic click interrupted the quiet.

			

			
				“Be careful.” Her voice quivered with panic.

				“I’ll be right back.”

				“Derek—”

				“Lock the door behind me.”

				The rain came down in torrents, and he dreaded the soaking, but he had to be sure there wasn’t anything more sinister than Mother Nature at work. Safe houses were rarely discovered by suspects, but word may have already reached Tyler that the FBI wanted to talk to him. This guy was obviously smart—having robbed ten banks without being caught—so it was possible he’d found their hide-out.

				He was soaked by the time he’d completed two laps around the house, one lap shining his flashlight toward the forest surrounding the property, and the next inspecting the building itself, looking for any evidence of tampering. His feet squished inside his shoes, and large droplets stung his eyes. He shook like a dog on the front porch and swiped the water from his face. The rain had washed away the day’s heat, leaving the night noticeably cooler. Before his fist knocked against the door, Riley threw it open and plastered herself against his chest. 

				“You’re okay.” The relief in her voice surprised him. As he stepped across the threshold, she clung to him until he closed the door behind them.

				“I’m fine.” 

				“I heard a loud bang. I didn’t know if it was a gun—if you’d been shot.”

				“That was the basement door. It got away from me in the wind.”

				“Thank God.” 

				It wasn’t just the dark that had scared her. Derek was staring into the face of a woman who truly feared for his safety. When Riley released her grip and stepped back, Derek wanted nothing more than to feel her warm arms around him again. He had to stop wanting her. She hadn’t proven her innocence to his satisfaction, and until they had his father’s killer in custody, he couldn’t let his emotions get the best of him. 

			

			
				“You’re all wet. I’ll get you a towel.” 

				Apparently, the flashlight was enough to lessen Riley’s fear of the dark. She padded out of the room, leaving her fresh floral scent lingering in her wake, and returned with two towels. “I think we have tea bags. Would you like a cup?”

				“Sure, but how will you make it with no power?”

				“There’s a gas stove, remember?”

				She rushed from the room, leaving his emotions swirling in confusion. The imprint of her body lingered on his chest, leaving him agitated. He hadn’t touched her in nearly a week and would give anything to pull her into his arms and kiss her senseless, but he couldn’t shake the feeling she had more information to share. She was about to tell him something important before the lights went out. Maybe once she settled down, they could get back to it.

				He changed out of his wet clothes, and by the time he returned to the great room, Riley was seated on the sofa, holding a steaming mug in her hands. The room had a golden glow.

				“I found some candles in the kitchen,” she said as she sipped at her tea. “I hope caffeine doesn’t bother you this late.”

				“Not usually.” 

				He settled on the sofa beside her. The tea instantly thawed the chill that had settled in his bones, but not the coldness hanging between them. A few moments ago, she was pressed against him, but now she was plastered against the opposite side of the couch.

			

			
				“Feeling better now that it’s not pitch black in here?”

				“Yes. Was everything okay outside?”

				“Nothing out of the ordinary. The power outage had to be caused by the storm.”

				Riley didn’t respond. She kept her eyes on the dark liquid inside her mug and continued to slowly sip her tea.

				“Before the lights went out, you started to tell me something.”

				Her body tensed as she squeezed her eyes shut. Whatever she was about to tell him wouldn’t come easy.

				“You think I killed your dad or helped Tyler that day. I could tell by the look on your face you didn’t believe my story about taking the money while Tyler was in the shower.”

				“I was skeptical.”

				“You still are.”

				“Sure, you’re right, I’m skeptical. Call it an occupational hazard. We’re trained to doubt and question. Your story was just too easy. There had to be more to it.”

				“There is. I can prove I wasn’t at the bank that day, but I can’t prove I didn’t know about it. You’ll have to trust that I had no way of knowing he was planning to rob the bank.”

				Derek swallowed a mouthful of tea and exhaled a tight breath. Proving she wasn’t there and didn’t kill his father was more important to him than all the incidental stuff.

				“Go ahead. I’m ready to listen.”

				“Before I tell you where I was that day, I’d like to tell you about me—the real me.”

				“You told me about your family when we were at the diner.”

				“That was only partly true.”

				“Why am I not surprised?” His doubtful sarcasm hit a nerve. Riley rose from the sofa and stomped toward the stairs.

				“There’s no point telling you—”

			

			
				He crossed the room and grabbed her arm, stopping her retreat. “I’m sorry. I’ll listen.”

				“But you won’t believe me, will you?”

				“Let me hear what you have to say first.”

				She shook off his grip and returned to the couch, tucking her bare feet behind her. 

				“When I told you my dad was a pastor, that was only partly true. The truth is, my real parents died in a car accident when I was four years old. Cody was eight. Our grandparents on both sides were gone, and there were no relatives that could afford to take us in. We went into the foster care system, and thankfully we were placed with the pastor and his wife.”

				“Do you remember your parents?”

				“Not really. Sometimes I see my mom in my dreams, but more often I remember Mrs. Riley, the woman I think of as my mother.”

				“Riley?”

				“Yeah. Andy and Lynn Riley. I use their name because, well, I figured since I never got their last name, I could at least call myself Riley. You know, to feel like I’m still connected to them.”

				“Why Smith?”

				“There are millions of Smiths. It seemed like a common enough name for getting lost in the system.”

				“What happened? Where are the Rileys now?”

				“I’m getting to that. The Rileys had two sons and a daughter. Amy is the same age as Cody. Jacob and Jonathan were in middle school when we first went there. Mr. Riley was a pastor at the Baptist church, and his wife stayed home to take care of all of us. They treated us like we were part of the family.”

				“How long did you live with them?”

				“Five years. They were in the process of adopting us when Mrs. Riley developed pancreatic cancer.”

			

			
				“Jesus, that’s terrible.”

				“We had to go back into foster care because the pastor wasn’t sure how he was going to raise his own three children without her. He didn’t think he could take care of five kids on his own.”

				“Riley, I’m—” 

				Derek’s comforting hand was brushed away from Riley’s arm. She seemed to pull deeper inside herself, speaking in a trance-like monotone.

				“I don’t blame him. He was devastated when she died. I can still remember the funeral. The church was full to the rafters. I think about it every time I hear a pipe organ.”

				She pulled her eyes away from that distant memory and looked at Derek. Her lips turned down in a sad smile.

				“Sometimes when I’m working on a big order—like a wedding or funeral—the memories come back to me. My nose tingles from the strong smell, and I’m right back in that church. I’m sitting on the first pew, the casket lid is standing open, and I can see my mommy’s face sleeping peacefully.” 

				“Hey, come here.”

				Derek scooted closer to her, unable to stay away another second. She untucked her legs and fell into his outstretched arms. He was familiar with the smell of funeral flowers and had lived through the same experience with his dad, but he was older and able to mentally process what was happening. How does a little girl of nine understand that her second mother isn’t coming back? He couldn’t comprehend losing two sets of parents.

				“We stayed about another month until they were able to place us, but this time, we were separated. Cody went to live with one family, and I went to live with another. I think Cody only moved one other time before he ended up with the Powers, but I moved six more times before I turned eighteen.”

			

			
				“But you and Cody must have stayed in touch all that time, right?”

				“Not really. I mean, we wrote letters and called each other for a couple of years, but after a while we lost touch. It wasn’t until we were in high school that we reconnected.”

				“How long was the separation?”

				“I guess we were apart six years. We both went to Salemas High School. He was a senior when I was a freshman. By then, it was weird. We didn’t know each other anymore, but we tried.”

				“I thought you were close. You said he’s wanted to see you ever since you left town.”

				“We’re closer now. Back then he lived with the Powers, Tyler’s parents. He lived with them most of his high school years. That’s how I met Tyler.”

				“He fixed you up?”

				“Not really. I met him through Cody, but they never got along. I think Tyler was jealous. Mr. Power was good to Cody, almost like he preferred him to his own son. Can’t blame him.” Her mock chuckle didn’t match the anger in her eyes. “Cody went into the army when he graduated, and I rarely heard from him until he came back to Salemas. By then, I was living with Tyler, and Cody wasn’t much help.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“He tried to intervene, tried to tell me to leave, but I wouldn’t listen.”

				“Why did he want you to leave?”

				Riley pushed away from him and crossed the room. She stood in front of the window, staring out at the waning storm.

				“Tyler was violent. He beat me. I thought the other agents would’ve told you.”

				“They did, but I want to hear it from you.”

				“Cody told me to leave. Said he’d take care of me. But I didn’t want him to get hurt.”

				“How often did Tyler beat you?”

			

			
				“At least once a week, sometimes more. I quit telling Cody. I let him think everything was okay between us, that Tyler had changed. I was afraid Tyler would hurt Cody if he interfered.” Her silhouette shivered as she continued looking out into the night.

				“After I left, I called Cody from the truck stop to let him know I was okay, that Tyler and I had broken up. I didn’t tell him why. He asked if Tyler had started beating on me again, but I said no, I needed a change. I gave him an email address and said I’d stay in touch that way.”

				“Why an email address?”

				“I knew Tyler would look for me. I figured if Cody knew where I was, Tyler would see it in his eyes. He might beat the information out of him.”

				“I would think a former soldier could protect himself. Did Tyler ever try?”

				“I’m not sure. If he did, Cody never told me.”

				“So Cody never knew where you were living?”

				“No, and I didn’t tell him about the money. Tyler was well known in town when it came to drugs. Sometimes I think even the police knew, but they looked the other way.”

				“Why?”

				Riley finally turned away from the window and looked at Derek. Her eyes were hooded, but he could see the anger simmering in them.

				“His father, Buck Power, is the county judge, and very wealthy. I think he’s got the police chief in his pocket.”

				“This story gets more convoluted all the time.”

				“I knew you wouldn’t believe me.” 

				Riley turned her back on him, as if to close the door on their conversation. Derek crossed the room and gripped her shoulders in his hands.

				“Hey, look at me.” He turned her around and tipped her chin up with his fingers. His lungs clenched, making it impossible to breathe. Even in the dark, he could see her beautiful green eyes sparkle like emeralds with unshed tears. She appeared brave and strong, but the sadness in her stare made it hard for him to keep up his skepticism. “I do believe you. I swear. It’s a lot to absorb.”

			

			
				She shrugged out of his grip and walked slowly back to the sofa. She returned to her seat and took a drink from her mug. “What do they say? Fact is stranger than fiction?” With a final gulp, she finished her tea and set her cup on the table.

				“I don’t even know what to ask next.” Derek sat down on the sofa, but this time he made sure to be within reaching distance of her. Her posture was straight and strong, but he convinced himself she needed him. In truth, his need to touch her outweighed her need to be comforted. 

				“Have you been in touch with the Rileys over the years? Seen them since you went back into foster care?”

				“No. I never saw them again.” Her steely resolve showed a crack when her voice hitched. “They moved to Florida I think, a few months after Mom—Mrs. Riley—died. The social worker told me they needed a fresh start.”

				“And they never wrote to you or called?”

				Riley shook her head and drew in a deep breath. “I thought when I turned eighteen I’d try to find them, but by then, well, Tyler never understood. I told myself I’d go visit them when I had enough money saved up, but it never happened. Besides, I would’ve been too embarrassed to face them.”

				“Why?”

				“Why?” Again, she let out an angry chuckle. “He was a pastor, a good man. What would he think if I showed up on his door step with a black eye and told him I was living with a drug dealer working as a—”

				“He’d think you needed help.”

				“No, I couldn’t go to him like that. He was so sad the day I moved out—they all were. I still remember the six of us in a big group hug, crying. Daddy—Pastor Riley—held me so tight as tears streamed down his face. I wouldn’t want him to feel guilty or blame himself. What I chose to do with my life wasn’t his fault.”

			

			
				Derek couldn’t stand keeping his hands to himself any longer. It didn’t matter how brave Riley appeared, he knew she was hurting. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and tugged her close, dropping his cheek against the top of her head. She sagged against him, and he pulled her closer. He shouldn’t be holding her like this. She still hadn’t proven her innocence, but he knew—deep in his gut—she was telling the truth. It all made sense now. The week they spent together, she hadn’t wanted to talk about herself. Instead, she turned all his questions back on him. She hadn’t wanted to cover up the truth with more lies.

				“When this is all over, I’ll help you find the Rileys.”

				“No. No, I still couldn’t face him.”

				“But you’re not with Tyler anymore. You’ve made something of yourself. You’ve got talent, and a great job, and you support yourself. You’ve got a lot to be proud of.”

				She shrugged out of his arms and brushed her hair from her face. “He’d want to know what happened after they moved away. He’d want to hear about all the other families I lived with. I couldn’t tell him how awful they all were. He’d want to know what I’ve been doing since graduation.”

				“But Riley—”

				“He’d want to know why I changed my name. Why I’m not Angela anymore. I could never tell him the truth.”

				“You were running from Tyler.”

				“It wasn’t just Tyler I was running from. It was Angela, too.”


				“You said you were working when Tyler robbed the bank. Tell me about that day. Where were you when my father was killed?”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 14


				The dark room suddenly lit up as if a spotlight had been flipped on. Riley squinted at the brightness, encouraged to see kindness and concern in Derek’s eyes. With the power back on, his question hung in the air between them like a cartoon conversation cloud. What was she doing while Tyler robbed the bank and someone killed his father? She wanted to curl back into his arms but was afraid he’d back off when he heard the truth. He’d been supportive as she told her story, and she trusted he believed her. The only way she could prove her innocence to him was by continuing the story and confess she’d been turning tricks at the farm when his dad died. He wouldn’t want to hold her close again once he knew the truth, but she couldn’t stop now that she had almost exonerated herself.

				Riley jumped when the front door flew open and Alex stomped into the cabin. “Like a monsoon out there.” 

				He was followed by Jill and three local FBI agents she didn’t know. The male agents looked like carbon copies of each other, dressed in jeans, flannel shirts, and ball caps. 

				The agent wearing a Kentucky Wild Cats hat said, “We didn’t think we’d get across the creek. Water was spilling onto the bridge.”

				“The power was out,” Derek said, as he crossed the room to the other agents.

				“It was out most of the way here,” Jill said.

				“So, what did you find out?” Derek took their wet jackets and hung them on a row of hooks beside the door.

			

			
				“We didn’t find out where Tyler is hiding out, if that’s what you’re wondering, but we did learn some interesting things.” Alex’s gaze landed on Riley, making her blood drain to her feet. “Apparently Mr. Power has an interesting past.” He continued staring her down, and she could practically hear him taunting her. I know the truth, his eyes seemed to say. And I’m judging you for it.

				“We asked around about him. Told whoever was interested we were old friends of his,” said the agent in the John Deer hat.

				“Said we had something he was looking for. Figured that would spark interest.” The third agent wore a confederate flag hat. 

				Riley swallowed a laugh. Did these clean-cut nerds honestly think they could fool anyone with their southern stereotype get-ups? 

				“Grab some coffee, you can tell me what you learned.” Derek directed the agents toward the table. 

				Riley was lightheaded and dizzy. She needed to explain to Derek where she was that night before the agents’ version left him more disgusted than he would have been if she told him herself. She hovered near the doorway to the dining room so she could hear about their night at the farm.

				“According to a couple of old guys I sat with at the bar,” John Deer said, “Tyler Power has a rich daddy who happens to be the county judge. He washed his hands of his son a few years ago, cut him off financially. Everyone in town knows Tyler is a bad egg, but for some reason, the police don’t bother him.”

				“I played pool with some young guys—maybe in their twenties—who know Tyler well. They said they were wondering where he was. Apparently, he owes them money. He owes a lot of people money.” Kentucky Wild Cats confirmed for Riley that Tyler hadn’t changed. For being a successful drug dealer, he was always short on cash.

			

			
				“Jill and I talked to one of the strippers,” Alex said.

				“Stop there a minute,” Derek interrupted. “Let’s start from the beginning. This farm, what’s it like? Describe the layout.”

				Riley leaned against the doorway when her legs turned to jelly and her heart skipped a beat. She had to stop them, had to find a way to get Derek alone so she could explain. 

				“On the outside, it looks like a large white clapboard farmhouse,” Alex said. “Cars park in a field beside the house. There’s a barn in the back that holds hay and tractors and such.”

				“When you walk through the door,” Confederate Flag Hat took over the description, “you’re greeted by a big guy with biceps the size of tree trunks.”

				The agents collectively chuckled as Alex continued. “He asked for ID, wanted to know how we found out about the place, and patted us down for weapons.”

				“Seems extreme for a small-town strip joint,” Derek said.

				“That’s what we thought. While we were getting grilled and frisked, a van load of guys pulled up. We found out a casino in Lexington gives complementary transportation out to the farm,” Alex said.

				“Lexington? That’s over an hour away. You mean to tell me there aren’t any strip clubs near the casino?”

				“Well now, that’s where it gets interesting,” Alex said. He looked over his shoulder, pinning Riley with a knowing glance and making her blood run cold.

				“This isn’t your run-of-the-mill strip club.” Jill, facing in Riley’s direction, looked at her standing in the doorway and glanced away just as quickly. “There are a few bedrooms on the second floor. Those who have the money and the inclination can continue the entertainment upstairs.”

				“A brothel?” 

			

			
				“You got it,” John Deer said. “The farm has an arrangement with the casino. When customers get tired of black jack, they can ride an hour away for different action.”

				“I’ll be damned.” Derek scrubbed his hands over his face, the sandpaper sound matching the dryness in Riley’s throat. “Seems like a long way to go for that kind of entertainment.”

				“Apparently the owner makes it worth the casino’s while. You know, with kickbacks.”

				“What does all this have to do with Tyler?”

				“No one came out and said it directly, but I get the impression Tyler is a partner in the business,” said Confederate Flag.

				“Really?” Derek turned in his chair and directed his question to Riley. “Did you know about this?”

				It took all her strength to nod her knowledge of Tyler’s business dealings. The farm was actually owned by Judge Power, but Tyler ran the place for him. Folks in Salemas thought the judge had disowned Tyler, but in reality, he supported him by providing him with a job—a job that the judge could never be associated with. The ruse that he’d washed his hands of his good-for-nothing son kept the judge’s reputation squeaky clean, while the farm provided him with additional income—some of which he used to pay off the police and local politicians. 

				“Why didn’t you tell me?” Derek was out of his chair, hovering above her. Just when she thought she’d earned his trust, he believed she was hiding information from him again.

				“I was about to when the power came back on.”

				“It seems Ms. Breeland might have personal knowledge of the operation which she has failed to share with us,” Alex said as he walked over and stood beside Derek.

				“What do you mean?” Derek asked.

				“I got an earful from one of the strippers who was crawling all over me.” Alex snickered as he elbowed Derek. “I figured buying a lap dance would legitimize my cover.”

			

			
				Alex’s humor faded, and his eyes turned cold. “According to Velvet—do you happen to know a gal named Velvet?” he asked, turning to Riley again.

				Riley’s mouth went dry and a buzzing started in her ears, as if she were surrounded by a swarm of bees. This wasn’t how she wanted Derek to hear about her past. She had to stop Alex from saying any more.

				“Derek, I need to talk to you.” She barely got the words out before Alex continued.

				“Apparently, Tyler had a long-standing girlfriend who was the star of the show—”

				“Derek, please.”

				“—out at the farm. Velvet was real happy when she left town because—”

				“Listen to me.”

				“—now she makes more tips. But Tyler has been looking for her since she took off. Business took a dive after she left.”

				“Derek, please, can I—”

				“Velvet said she was called Angel. You happen to know anything about a girl named Angel . . . Angela?”

				~ ~ ~

				Riley loaded up her suitcase as fast as she could. Between moving to new foster homes and running from Tyler, she had become an expert at packing fast. Since the FBI had a good handle on Tyler’s dealings, making sure the whole town knew they were looking for him, there was no need for her to stay. They didn’t have enough evidence to charge her, and there was nothing she could to do help. The last person she wanted to see was Derek, but he tapped on her door and let himself in.

				“What are you doing?”

				“I’m leaving.”

			

			
				“You can’t leave. You heard them. The roads are flooding.”

				“Well, I’m not staying here.”

				“Yes, you are.”

				“There you go again. Bossing me around. Giving me orders.”

				“Maybe I am. You’re not leaving. Not in this weather.”

				“You can’t hold me here. I’m here voluntarily. You’ve got enough information. You don’t need my help.”

				Derek gripped Riley’s shoulders and forced her around to face him. She tossed the clothing she was holding onto the bed and drew in a ragged breath.

				“You didn’t answer Alex. Were you the stripper they called Angel?”

				“What? Are you going to shake it out of me?”

				Derek dropped his hands and raked one through his hair. Guilt surged through her body, knowing her comment was unfair. She knew he would never strong-arm the truth out of her.

				She hugged her arms around herself. “It’s kind of obvious, isn’t it?”

				“That’s what you were going to tell me?”

				“Yes, but I didn’t get the chance.”

				“It would’ve been helpful to have known this earlier.”

				“Why? What difference would it have made?”

				“At least you’d have an alibi. We wouldn’t have spent hours interrogating you.”

				“I’m sorry to have wasted your precious time.” Riley spun around and gathered another pile of clothing from the dresser drawer. She threw the clothes into the suitcase at her feet, not bothering to fold them. She knew Derek was behind her, waiting for more information, his heavy breaths echoing in the room. Let him wait. He’d never understand anyway. She slammed the dresser drawer and bent down to zip the suitcase closed. Derek wrapped his hand around her arm and pulled her to her feet. A deep crease formed between his brows.

			

			
				“Every time I think I’ve heard it all, that you’ve told me everything—and I believe you—something else comes up that makes me doubt.”

				“Like you said, this story is convoluted.”

				“You had ample opportunity to tell me you were stripping that day instead of letting me believe you helped Tyler rob the bank.”

				She jerked her arm from his grip. “I never let you believe I helped rob the bank. You made me guilty all by yourself. And I’m sorry if I didn’t immediately spill my sordid past to you.” She fell against the dresser, a thick clog forming in her throat, making it hard to speak. “Believe it or not, your opinion of me mattered, and I was embarrassed.” She swallowed hard and continued at a near whisper. “If you haven’t figured it out, it’s not just Tyler I’m running from. Who I was back then, it’s—” Shameful. Horrifying. Haunting. “I’d rather not relive it.”

				“I understand you’ve had it rough.”

				“Oh!” Riley’s mock laughter couldn’t begin to hide her frustration. His condescending concern made something snap inside her. “You have no idea how rough I’ve had it.”

				“Then tell me, damn it!” He grabbed her shoulders, lifting her to her toes. “Explain it to me. Tell me everything, finally, so I can understand.” 

				His booming voice and feigned concern made her blood boil. He didn’t really care about her. All he cared about was getting to the truth to solve the case. The truth had kept her tied in knots, but now she was ready to loosen its hold and tell him everything. She pushed him away and crossed the room.

				“You’ll never understand.”

			

			
				“Try me.” Derek followed her, then stood by the bed, familiar skepticism written all over his face. Anger sizzled to her fingertips. There he stood, all clean cut, educated, ready to pass judgment. He had probably never known a rough day in his life until his dad died, and he dared to think he could understand? 

				“You’ll never know what it feels like to not have an encouraging word or a warm hug from your mom or dad. Or what it was like to move into a stranger’s house and be treated like an unwanted guest who overstayed their welcome from the moment you stepped through the door. Or to be fondled by a foster dad when he tucked you in at night.”

				Riley was coming undone. Her voice shrieked, but she didn’t care who heard her. Derek stood like a statue, cold and hard. He wanted to understand? He would never understand. She’d held the sadness, the disgust, the misery in for so long, it was like a dam had broken free. She was on the brink of hysteria, but she couldn’t stop herself. “Crying yourself to sleep every night because you didn’t have a mommy or daddy like the other kids at school.” 

				She straightened her spine, gaining strength with each word.

				“You understand that? How about this: The first time in my life I felt loved by a nice, handsome boy who was crazy about me, he showed me how much he cared by disciplining me when I didn’t do as he said. His punishments included fists, and belts, and being locked in closets for days at a time. And then he’d pull me out of the darkness and tell me how he hated hurting me. He loved me, I just needed to do right so I could deserve him. And then the cycle started over again.”

				“Riley.” Derek reached out his arms to her, but she batted them away.

				“No. You wanted to understand. I’m telling you everything you want to hear.”

				Riley hadn’t realized tears were streaming down her face until she swiped her hair out of her eyes and her palms came back wet. She had gone this far, she wouldn’t stop now.

			

			
				“The money I was making as a cashier, forty hours a week, at the Stop and Shop wasn’t enough, so Tyler told me I needed a second job. Stripping. For old men. Bouncing my mostly naked body against their raging erections. Dancing away before they could get their hands on me. For what? For a couple hundred dollars that I had to turn over to Tyler at the end of the night.”

				It appeared Derek’s legs had given out. He dropped to the bed and braced his hands on his knees, his head hanging heavy—like the weight of what she was telling him was too much to bear.

				“And the best part was, Tyler got turned on watching me strut my ass around that pole. I came home exhausted and dirty, and he’d take me right there on the kitchen floor or anywhere else he wanted. I couldn’t complain because I’d end up black and blue and locked in the closet.”

				“Please stop.”

				“No! You wanted to hear it all, you’re going to hear it ALL!”

				Riley grabbed him by the chin and jerked his head up, forcing him to look at her. She swiped the dampness from her face and inhaled deeply.

				“Then one day, after years of abuse and humiliation, Tyler came home and told me he owed some guy a lot of money and that I needed to help him, or he’d be killed. I only had to do it one day. Just needed to make enough money to cover his debts. The bruises were still fresh from the night before, so I didn’t dare fight with him.”

				Riley tipped his head up again, making sure he looked at her. “You want to know where I was and what I was doing when Tyler was off robbing that bank in Comstock? I was turning tricks at the farm for a bachelor party. Each guy taking a turn. ‘Pulling a train’ they called it. Another way of saying gang rape. Oh, but . . .” The laughter she released sounded crazy, even to her own ears. “I guess it wasn’t rape since I sold it to them, right? That was when I decided I didn’t care what happened to me. I was leaving Tyler. If he shot me on the way out, it might be for my own good.”

			

			
				“Jesus.”

				“It’s too late for prayers, Derek.” 

				As if in a trance, Riley crossed the room to the dresser and ran a hairbrush through her disheveled hair. She felt like she was in a fog, but at the same time a ton of weight had been lifted from deep inside her. “When I got home from the farm and Tyler came in with that duffle bag full of money, I thought, ‘Now’s my chance.’ He got in the shower, I grabbed the money and my keys, and I ran. And I’ve been running ever since.”

				“Riley—”

				“He found me in the first two towns, but I got away.”

				“I don’t—”

				“One more thing. See if you understand this.” 

				Riley laid the hairbrush on the dresser and crossed the room. She stood with her arms at her side and looked down at the top of Derek’s head, still bowed. 

				“Imagine, after a year and a half of running, of constantly looking over your shoulder, you wake up one day and realize you’re happy for the first time in years. You not only have a good job, you have friends, and it starts to feel like home. You know you can’t stay. You have to keep running and stay hidden because he might find you. You’ve accepted that you’ll never settle down, never have a husband and kids, or the family you’ve always dreamed of. But one day you meet a great guy, and for just a second, you think, ‘Yeah, maybe it can work.’ But he sits there looking at you like you’re a lunatic—a dirty, slutty, used-up lunatic. I’ll never have a future with him or anyone else. Do you understand that, Derek? I sure do.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 15


				Plates and glasses clattered among the steady hum of conversations while Riley waited for Cody to arrive. She sat at a laminated table in the middle of the diner, nervously turning her water glass between her hands, occasionally glancing over her shoulder at the door. Last night had been a nightmare. Derek’s look of pity-turned-disgust had haunted her dreams. He wanted to understand. Well, she made sure he did. 

				After she had left the room with her suitcase in hand, she asked Jill to call a cab for her, then walked through the pouring rain to the bottom of the lane, where she waited ten minutes for a taxi to arrive and take her to a local motel. She wanted to keep her lunch date with Cody because it might be the last time she’d see him. When she returned to Highland Springs, she would pack up the rest of her stuff and leave. Not only was there a chance Tyler would eventually find her, but she couldn’t possibly tell her friends the truth about her past. Derek’s reaction was painful enough.

				“There you are.” Cody shuffled across the restaurant with his arms opened wide. “Angela.” 

				She leapt from her chair, wrapping her arms around his neck and squeezing with all her might. She pressed her cheek against his chest, breathing in the spicy scent of his cologne. They took a step back and studied one another as if each was seeing a mirage.

				“You look exactly the same,” Cody said, as Riley exclaimed, “You haven’t changed.” 

			

			
				They burst into laughter, and she fell once again into his arms, elated to reunite with her brother. She had formed friendships with so many people in Highland Springs, but no matter how close, they weren’t family. 

				“Let me look at you.” Riley stepped back and ran her hands across his shoulders. In the two years since they’d been apart, he’d developed a few laugh lines around his eyes and creases across his forehead, but otherwise he looked the way she remembered him. His hair color was the same, but he had grown out his military cut. “It’s so good to see you.”

				Cody chuckled and took a seat across from hers. “We could’ve seen each other sooner if you weren’t so damn secretive.”

				“I’m sorry. It’s just—I’ll explain over lunch.”  

				Cody signaled to the waitress and ordered iced tea for the two of them. Riley couldn’t take her eyes off her brother. Back when they moved from foster home to foster home, she would never have believed they’d be reunited. It was a shame that for the foreseeable future, they wouldn’t spend much time together. But once Tyler was caught, they could be a family again. 

				“I want to hear everything. Where’ve you been? What have you been doing? Got yourself a man? Everything.” Cody rattled off his questions while holding Riley’s hands. 

				“What do you want to hear first?” Riley giggled as she intertwined her fingers with his.

				“Where do you live?”

				“I live in Highland Springs, West Virginia. I’ve been there about six months and I work as a floral designer.”

				“A floral designer? Wow.” He seemed genuinely impressed with her vocation. “I can see that. You were always artistic. How did you get into that?”

				Riley told him all about learning the trade from Maggie and how she dreamed one day of owning her own shop. She and Maggie had talked about her buying Beautiful Blooms someday because Maggie also ran the Brass Rail. She often said she needed to give up one of the businesses. Sadly, owning the floral shop would be another unfulfilled dream.

			

			
				“And I rent a little bungalow from Maggie about four blocks from the shop. I live next door to the sweetest lady. Virginia is like a grandmother to me.”

				“It sounds like a real nice place. I’m happy for you, sis.” He gathered her hands against his lips and applied a tender kiss. “What about your love life? Anyone special?”

				Riley shook her head as her vocal chords tightened. “There was someone special, but it’s not going to work out.”

				“Why? What happened?”

				“I wasn’t what he expected.”

				“I’m not sure what that means, but he’s missing out. You’re real pretty, and you have a big heart. It’s his loss.”

				“Thanks.” 

				She tried to quell the heat in her cheeks with a gulp of sweet tea. If anyone had lost in this deal, it was her. She’d had a glorious week with a man she could see a future with, but because of her lies, he would never trust her again. He would never want her either, now that he knew about her past. Tears threatened to fall like the condensation trickling down her glass. She quickly turned the discussion to Cody.

				“What about you? How’s your job going?”

				“Not bad. I still like it there.”

				Riley drew in a deep breath as she steeled her nerves. She had promised Derek she’d help find his father’s killer and flush out Tyler. She had to plant the seed to make it happen.

				“I want to tell you what happened when I left Salemas.”

				“You wanted to get a fresh start. I can’t blame you. Salemas isn’t exactly a booming metropolis.”

				“That’s not it.”

				“It was because of Tyler, wasn’t it?” 

			

			
				Even in the short time they’d been together after he returned from the service, Cody had been the protective big brother. His rigid shoulders and clenched jaw showed her he was still looking out for her. Riley took a sip from her iced tea and told Cody everything that had happened the day she left Salemas—except for the fact that Tyler had robbed the bank. She wasn’t at liberty to share much about his alleged crimes until he was caught.

				Cody had remained quiet through the whole telling. The coldness in his eyes never wavered. His military training showed in his expressionless features, but she knew he was fuming inside.

				“So you took the duffle bag of drug money and ran. Did you spend it all?”

				“No. I spent a little for gas and then I tossed it along the side of the road.”

				“You’re kidding. Damn. I can’t believe this.”

				Cody took a long pull on his iced tea and rocked back in his chair, keeping his eyes locked on her. It was an unbelievable story. How did Derek put it? It was convoluted. She could tell by the strained look on Cody’s face he was thinking the same thing.

				“Anyway, the important thing is you know everything and why I haven’t been open about where I’ve been living. I wanted to protect you in case Tyler ever asked where I was. He might be able to read your face if you lied and said you didn’t know.”

				“You don’t have to worry about me.”

				“I know you can protect yourself. I just wanted to make it easier on you. But lately I’ve felt it’s time you know the truth.”

				“I don’t think he’s looking for you anymore. He hasn’t stopped by the shop in a long while.”

				“Maybe so.”

			

			
				Cody dropped the chair legs back to the floor and leaned across the table to her. She barely heard his whisper over the din of the restaurant.

				“Where’d you hide the money?”

				“Does it matter?”

				“I’m curious. Any chance it’s still there?”

				Riley playfully slapped his arm. “What are you going to do? Go find it?” 

				Cody replied with a chuckle and took a sip of tea.

				“Well, look what the cat dragged back to town.”

				Riley’s iced tea glass slipped from her fingers and landed with a thud, splashing a brown puddle onto the table. She looked up at the dapperly dressed man in the gray business suit standing at their table.

				“Judge Power.”

				“Angela Breeland. I never thought I’d see your face back in this town.”

				“I’m—I’m . . .”

				“How you doing, son?” Buck gave Cody’s shoulder a firm squeeze. His smile faded as he turned his attention back to Riley.

				“Yes ma’am, I didn’t think you had the nerve to come back. Ran out on my boy with his hard-earned money.”

				Fire ignited in Riley’s gut. What had Tyler told his father? Surely he hadn’t admitted to stealing the money from the bank. One thing was for sure, she wasn’t going to let Buck Power badger her and ruin her visit with Cody.

				“I don’t know what Tyler told you, but—”

				“No, no. Have a seat. No need to get up on my account.”

				“I assure you, I didn’t take Tyler’s hard-earned money.”

				“You ran out on him just the same.”

				“He had it coming.” Riley refused to talk to this bag of hot air. Buck Power knew exactly how Tyler “earned” his money. She crossed her arms tightly and locked her focus on the table. Cody must have picked up on her anger because he stepped in.

			

			
				“Um, Judge, Angela is only in town for a short while, and we were having a nice visit. She’s been telling me all about her life in West Virginia.”

				“West Virginia, huh?”

				“Yeah, she has a real nice life there. Works as a florist.”

				“Isn’t that something? So sorry to interrupt. I’ll leave you kids alone.”

				Judge Power walked away but took a step back and leaned down toward Riley, speaking softly into her ear.

				“You better hope to God Tyler doesn’t find you here.”

				The threat sent a cold shiver down her back. She knew exactly what Tyler would do if he caught up to her, but she wouldn’t let that happen. Now that his father had seen her, it wouldn’t be long before Tyler surfaced. Cody sensed her fear and laid his hand on her arm.

				“You okay?”

				“I’m fine, but I better go.”

				“Don’t leave. We haven’t eaten yet.”

				“I’m sorry. Buck will tell Tyler I’m here. I’ve got to go. I’ll be in touch.” 

				Riley grabbed her purse and squeezed Cody’s neck in a brief hug. She rushed from the diner and flagged down the town’s only cab. She had to get out of Salemas and disappear again.

				~ ~ ~

				The next morning, back in Highland Springs, Kate joined Riley in her darkened kitchen for a cup of coffee. The pulled blinds kept out the bright summer sun while giving the illusion that the house was unoccupied. Only Virginia and Kate knew she had returned last evening, escorted home by an undercover FBI agent. During the trip, she had decided she would tell Kate everything that had happened in Kentucky and her decision to move on. She’d give anything to stay in Highland Springs, but it was impossible. The only way she could remain here was if the FBI got to Tyler before he got to her.

			

			
				“Derek said he’s been trying to call you, but you don’t answer.”

				“He called twice, but I can’t talk to him. There’s nothing left to say.”

				“He wanted to let you know that Tyler has been seen near Bellton. It appears he was headed back to Salemas. They expect to pick him up this morning.”

				“I’m glad.”

				“They’ve received some information that might help them identify the person who killed Derek’s dad.”

				“That’s good news. The only reason I went back to Salemas was to help them find his dad’s killer, but I wasn’t much help.”

				“It doesn’t matter. The most important thing is you can stay, Riley. Once Tyler is in custody, he won’t be able to hurt you anymore.”

				She wouldn’t be completely safe until Tyler was caught, wouldn’t relax until he was behind bars. But escaping from Highland Springs was about more than Tyler. If people here knew her secrets, she wasn’t sure she could live in a place where the truth had been revealed.

				“You know I want to stay. I love it here, and I love all of you. But—”

				“But what?”

				“What will they think of me? When they learn the truth? I don’t think I could face them.”

				“First of all, they don’t need to know. Everything you told me can remain confidential.”

				“But I owe it to Liza and Virginia to explain. They’ve been so good to me. And Maggie needs to hear the whole story.”

			

			
				“They won’t think any less of you. You know that.”

				“Whether I stay in Highland Springs or not, I still want to legally change my name. No more fake IDs and lies.”

				“I’ve already started the process.”

				A shrill tone interrupted their quiet conversation. Riley’s phone rang with Cody’s name emblazoned on the screen. He was probably calling to make sure she had arrived home.

				“Hey, Cody. Sorry I didn’t call last night.”

				“Did you make it home all right?”

				“Just fine. Anything happen after I left?”

				Riley was anxious to know if her appearance in Salemas was the reason Tyler had been located. The FBI thought he was on his way back home. As she talked, Kate mimed that she was going next door to visit her grandmother and Riley should call her when she was finished. 

				“Like what?” Cody asked.

				“I don’t know. Did Judge Power say anything to you? Did Tyler stop by work?”  

				“No. Nothing.”

				Any minute Tyler would be picked up by the FBI and thrown in jail. Leaving town could wait another week, which would give her a chance to say her proper goodbyes. Kate promised to keep her past a secret, so she could move on, assured the friendships she’d made in Highland Springs would continue. There was no reason she and Cody couldn’t spend more time together before she pulled up stakes.

				“Do you feel like a road trip? I’d love for you to come visit me. Seeing you yesterday didn’t give us enough time. We could pick up where we left off,” Riley said.

				“Seriously? Of course I do. You’re my only sister. I want to see you.”

				“Well, now you can.”

				“Why now?”

				“Everything’s changed.” 

				“Since yesterday? What changed in a day?”

			

			
				“I want to tell you in person. I’m only about four hours away. Come spend the weekend with me, and I’ll explain.” 

				“How about I come right now?” 

				Riley and Cody shared a laugh. She was just as giddy as he sounded. They would spend some real time together, get reacquainted, and become a family again. Maybe together they could find Pastor Riley and his family for a reunion. Just knowing Tyler couldn’t hurt her any more opened up a world of possibilities.

				“I have to work the rest of the week, but can come on Saturday,” Cody said.

				“That’s perfect. It’ll be so great to finally have some real time together.”

				Before ending the call, Riley gave him her address and again expressed her excitement at seeing her brother again. They had so much to catch up on. She’d tell him the whole story about Tyler and the bank robbery, including her assistance to the FBI. Something that important needed to be said in person. Cody was family—her only family—and she had every confidence he would understand.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 16


				With the last of the equipment stowed away in the SUV, Derek, Alex, and Jill rolled down the gravel driveway from the mountainside safe house. Agents were bearing down on Tyler’s location and would have him in handcuffs in a matter of moments. Derek anticipated the confirmation call would come before they hit the interstate back to West Virginia.

				They had been on the highway about twenty minutes when Derek’s phone rang. It was the call they had been waiting for—the call confirming custody of Tyler Power.

				“Bronson.”

				“Agent Bronson, we ran into a problem.”

				“What kind of problem?”

				A sickening burn settled in Derek’s gut, and he gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white.

				“When we got to the motel, he was gone. The front desk clerk said Power checked out about five minutes before we arrived.”

				“Shit.”

				“She said he left in a hurry.”

				“Someone tipped him off?”

				“Not sure. We’ve brought in the state and local police. They’re combing the area. We’ll find him.”

				“Don’t let that asshole out of the county. We’re on our way.”

				Derek flipped on the lights and pressed the accelerator to the floor. Who could have warned Tyler they were coming? There were only a handful of agents who knew his whereabouts. It couldn’t be a coincidence that he rushed away from the motel just before the FBI arrived. Someone got word to him, but who?

			

			
				Flying ninety miles an hour down the mostly deserted interstate, he racked his brain for an answer. Crossing into West Virginia, a thought came to him—a thought he didn’t want to consider, but knew he had to follow-up on. Kate answered on the first ring.

				“Hey Der—”

				“Did you tell Riley we were about to arrest Tyler?”

				“What? Where are you?”

				“Answer the question.” 

				“Yes. I wanted to reassure her she was safe.”

				“Shit.”

				“What happened?”

				“Tyler was gone when the FBI arrived. He was tipped off.”

				“Riley wouldn’t do that. She doesn’t know where he is. If she did, she would have told you.”

				“You’re the only other person who knew we were about to pick him up.”

				“Oh, so now you think I somehow called Tyler Power to warn him? What the hell is the matter with you?”

				“Kate. Listen. Riley had to have told someone—someone who knows Tyler. Where is she?”

				“She’s sitting on the porch with Gram. She’s telling her all about—she’s telling her everything. She would never tip off Tyler. She’s scared to death of that guy.”

				“Who else has she talked to?”

				“I don’t know. I—”

				“Go ask her.” 

				Derek pulled onto the shoulder and locked up the brakes, nearly throwing Alex to the floorboard. They wouldn’t arrive alive with the way he was driving. He couldn’t focus on the road and handle the situation at the same time.

				“Jill, you’re driving.”

			

			
				As soon as Derek clicked his seat belt, Jill peeled onto the highway and drove Nascar fast, silent lights warning other drivers on the road. Riley was frightened of Tyler. Deep in his gut, Derek knew she wouldn’t help him escape—but just as deeply he knew someone else was trying to.

				“Derek. What’s happening?” 

				Riley’s soft voice made his heart stop. He was frantic, impatient for answers, but the fear in her voice settled him down. The last thing he wanted was to scare her more.

				“Tyler was gone when the FBI arrived.”

				“That’s what Kate said.”

				“Did you talk to anyone today about him being arrested?”

				“Just Virginia, just now.”

				“You haven’t been in touch with anyone today other than Kate and Virginia?”

				“I talked to my brother about an hour ago, but—”

				It was about an hour ago the FBI converged on the motel room. Riley had always said what a good guy Cody was. He worked hard at the car dealership and had nothing to do with Tyler Power.

				“Did you tell him you were working with the FBI to find him?”

				“No. I haven’t told him anything. I planned to tell him everything this weekend when he comes to visit.”

				“So Cody knows where you live?”

				“Yes. He’s coming here on Saturday.”

				“Okay. That’s fine. Listen—I want you to stay put. Don’t go anywhere. No, on second thought, go home with Kate. Take Virginia with you.”

				“Derek, you’re scaring me.”

				“Tyler is on the run, and until he’s caught, I’d feel better knowing you’re safe.”

				“You think he knows where I am?”

				“I’m not sure, but it’s best you go to Kate and Brody’s. Okay?”

			

			
				“Okay.”

				“I’ll call you when we know something.”

				“Okay.” 

				He heard her sniffle before hanging up, and his heart ripped. He’d been angry, even disgusted when he learned about Riley’s past, but the fear and worry in her voice made him realize none of that mattered. He could no longer deny his feelings for her.

				“What now, boss?” Alex asked.

				“Get an APB out on Cody Breeland. I’ll pull up his file.”

				“I’ll run a search.” Alex sat up and pulled out his tablet. “See if there’s anything we missed.”

				Derek flipped open his laptop and loaded the file they’d started after they learned Cody had once lived with the Power family. He scrolled through his employment history at Salemas Ford and found a scan of the photo from Riley’s nightstand drawer. His hand stilled over the keyboard when he read through Cody’s military record, which showed he’d served twelve years in the army, but had been dishonorably discharged. He’d had several run-ins with his superiors and had spent some time in the brig for assault and drunk and disorderly. How had he missed that? Not exactly the record he would have expected from the way Riley described him.

				“Hey, I know this guy.” Alex handed his tablet to Derek where a mug shot of Cody lit up the screen. “I saw him at the farm. He stood in the doorway where the strippers came out to perform.”

				“You’re sure you saw this guy?” Derek stared at the man holding a placard, sneering at the camera. “He’s older and broader through the shoulders than in that military picture I found in her drawer.” Heavy bangs lay over his forehead and a two-day beard growth darkened his chin. The military cut and clean-shaven baby face was gone.

				“Positive. I heard somebody call him CB. I never made the connection.”

			

			
				“What was the charge?”

				“Assault.”

				“Call the Lexington agents. They know where he works. They can have him in handcuffs in a matter of minutes.”

				Derek’s heart was heavy as they rolled down the highway. They needed to get to Riley before she learned about Cody. She had been through so much, had been let down by people she loved, and now she would find out the brother she’d kept on a pedestal all these years was involved with Tyler Power. According to his military file, Cody had been Special Ops, a sharp shooter. Derek’s instincts were rarely wrong, and now they were telling him Cody might be his father’s murderer. 

				When his phone rang, Derek put the agent’s call on speaker for Jill and Alex to hear.

				“Derek, more bad news.”

				“Don’t tell me. Cody wasn’t at work.”

				“He left a little over an hour ago, saying he had a stomachache.”

				“Of course he did.”

				“We checked his house and even went out to the farm. No sign of him.”

				“Thanks. Keep looking.” Derek clicked off the call and dropped the phone in his lap. He had a sick feeling in his gut that Cody and Tyler were on their way to Riley’s. 

				~ ~ ~

				“I’m not going to endanger your family. It’s not fair to you and Brody. Besides, how could Tyler know where I am?” 

				Riley paced back and forth across Virginia’s front porch, relieved she’d told the older woman everything. A few minutes ago, Virginia’s acceptance and support had buoyed her spirits, but now fear was taking over. The sweet-smelling roses along the foundation did nothing to calm her nerves. She knew it was possible Tyler had found her because he had found her twice before. Both times she had seen his truck cruise by her house and was able to escape before he pounced. If Derek thought Tyler was coming for her, she needed to leave now. Staying with Kate and Brody would only put them at risk.

			

			
				“Now honey, I’m sure you’re right. Tyler doesn’t know where you are, but let’s listen to Derek and do what he says. If by some chance he’s found you, at least you won’t be here. You’ll be safe with us.” Virginia’s calm demeanor didn’t match the frantic speed of her rocking chair. She was worried.

				“I’ll lock my doors, keep the shades pulled. If he does find the house, he’ll think I’m not home. He won’t come inside.” If he did, he’d find her long gone.

				“Absolutely not.” Kate came from inside the house, carrying Virginia’s overnight bag. “You and Gram are coming with me. If Derek thinks you need to leave your house, you’re leaving your house.”

				“But Kate—”

				“Come on, honey.” Virginia rose from her rocker and stopped Riley’s pacing with a touch of her soft hand. “It’ll be fun. Like a slumber party. Brody can grill hamburgers for us, and I’ll make my famous potato salad. We can even watch a movie tonight. Think of it like a vacation.”

				“Gram’s right. We have plenty of room. We can sit up on the deck and watch the lightning bugs while Brody sings his latest songs. He’s always looking for an audience to test out new music.”

				These sweet, caring women had no idea what Tyler was capable of. Nothing would stop him from getting to her. Riley was wasting time arguing with them. She had to get Kate and Virginia away from here. She couldn’t risk endangering them, but neither would they give up until she agreed to come along. She’d do what she was best at—lie—but this time it would be to protect those she loved.

			

			
				“Okay, fine. I’ll come with you. But I’d like to bring my car.”


				“No problem. You can follow us out to the house.” Kate cupped her grandmother’s elbow and helped her down the steps to the sidewalk.

				“Go ahead. I’ve got to pack some clothes and water my plants.”

				“We’ll wait,” Kate said.

				“I’m sure Brody is wondering what happened to you. You two go on. I’ll pack fast and be out the door in ten minutes.”

				“Okay, but if you’re not at my house in twenty minutes, I’m calling the sheriff.”

				“Give me thirty. I have to stop for gas.”

				“Thirty?” Kate looked at Riley suspiciously. 

				She had to make this look good. Time was growing short. Tyler could be here any minute. “Thirty. Scouts honor.” 

				She smiled warmly as she held up two fingers, and Kate seemed placated. Riley had no intention of following Kate to her house. When she went inside, she would indeed pack a bag, but wouldn’t bother with the plants. Maggie could water them when she realized Riley was gone.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 17


				The dashboard’s navigation screen showed they would be in Highland Springs in thirty minutes. It seemed like hours since Derek had spoken with Riley, and he didn’t get an answer when he tried to call her again. He wouldn’t rest easy until he confirmed she was safely tucked away at Kate and Brody’s.

				Kate answered on the second ring. 

				“Hey. What’s the latest?” 

				A sense of calm came over Derek when he heard adult voices in the background. Quick-fingered guitar picking melded with the conversation, and he pictured Brody perched on a bar stool, strumming a song while the women chatted. What he wouldn’t give to sit in that kitchen, chilling with friends, Riley by his side.

				“I was checking to see if you got home okay.”

				“We’re here and Gram is already busy cooking. She says we can’t have a slumber party without food.”

				For the first time in nearly two hours, Derek felt some of the tension melt from his shoulders. To be sure Riley was actually safe, he needed to hear her voice before he ended the call.

				“Can I talk to Riley?”

				“She’s not here yet.”

				Derek’s heart dropped to his feet.

				“What do you mean she’s not there? I thought you said—”

				“She wanted to drive her own car. She’ll be here in about five minutes. She had to stop for gas.”

			

			
				“Has she called?”

				“Derek, she’s fine. I threatened to call the sheriff if she wasn’t here within a half hour, but I won’t have to. I just talked to her. She’s at the gas station, five minutes away.”

				“But—”

				“Don’t worry.”

				“Did it sound like she was at the gas station? Any traffic noise?”

				“No, but she wouldn’t . . . It’s okay, I’m sure of it. As soon as she arrives, I’ll text you.”

				“Immediately.”

				“You got it. Now go catch Tyler Power.”

				The churning in his gut didn’t mimic Kate’s cheerful confidence. When threatened, Riley’s first response was to run. He hoped she’d done just that. If not, there was no way they could keep her safe from Tyler and Cody.

				~ ~ ~

				Riley threw the last pair of jeans in her suitcase. She’d been packing quite a bit lately but hoped this would be her last move. After Kate and Virginia left, she’d called the women’s network, making arrangements for a place to sleep tonight. After hours of driving, she would be warmly welcomed into another volunteer’s home. Tomorrow morning, she would probably move on to another place, and would keep couch-hopping until Tyler was finally captured. 

				The backdoor creaked behind her as she set her suitcase on the stoop. She locked all three deadbolts, slipped the key under the mat, and startled when she heard a rustling noise. She spun around just as the plastic garbage can fell over.

				“You!” Riley’s heart thumped from the fright. She’d been on pins and needles since she’d learned Tyler was still out there. The slightest noise made her jump. “Where have you been, Tiger?”

			

			
				Like a snake wrapping itself around a tree trunk, the slinky orange tabby encircled her ankles, purring like a motorboat. She bent over to scoop up Sam’s cat who hadn’t visited her in over a week, and snuggled the furry creature against her shoulder, rubbing her palm over his silky head.

				“You came to see me off, huh?”

				The cat replied with a resounding meow as if he understood her question.

				“I wish I could give you a treat buddy, but I’ve got to go.”


				She placed Tiger on the stoop, encouraging him to jump off with a soft pat to his behind, and picked up her suitcase. But he wouldn’t be deterred. He wound around her ankles, nearly tripping her down the steps. 

				“Tiger, come on, bud.” She set her suitcase on the stoop and carried the cat around to the front yard, startled to find a town police cruiser parked across the street. She set the cat on the sidewalk and gave him another encouraging shove. “Go home, boy. Your dad will wonder where you are.” She waved to the patrolman sitting in his squad car along the curb. Derek must have arranged for protection.

				Instead of crossing the street, Tiger turned toward Virginia’s house, dodging across the driveway as if suddenly stung by a bee. Riley chuckled at his antics—she would miss that cat—and then glanced at the time on her phone. She had wasted twenty minutes packing and fooling with Tiger. Hurrying to her backyard, Riley reached for her suitcase and was interrupted by a call from Kate. She should have known her cheesy Girl Scout pledge wouldn’t have satisfied her. Kate was too smart for that.

				“Checking up on me?” Riley feigned a laugh as she slipped her key into the trunk lock.

				“Of course. Are you close?”

				“I’m at the gas station. Be there in five minutes.”

				“Good, because I was about to call the cops.”

				“No need. I’ll be there in a jiff.”

			

			
				Riley tapped off the call and slumped against her car. Her heart pounding in her chest, she dropped her face into her hands and fought down the guilt she was feeling. She hated lying to her friends—even if it was for their own good. With a deep breath, she squared her shoulders and walked back to her suitcase, still waiting on her stoop. 

				“Damn it.” Riley remembered the photo album, group picture, and Liza’s painting. She hoped to return to Highland Springs someday, but if not, she would at least have those mementos to carry with her.

				She kicked the screen door aside and unlocked the back door, hoping Kate had been satisfied with the gas station story. She didn’t need a sheriff’s deputy pulling into the drive, waking up the drowsy patrolman out front, ruining her plans to leave town. She rushed through the kitchen and into the living room to the bookshelf where she’d laid the photo album, picture and painting, still lodged in the grocery bag from her last attempted escape. The wooden door creaked and rattled, giving her a start. Tiger was back, sharpening his claws on the screen. 

				“You won’t give up, will you?”

				She grabbed the bag by the handles and turned toward the kitchen, shouting to the cat, “No food today, sorry buddy.” Riley stepped through the kitchen doorway and her lungs locked up. The bag fell at her feet. 

				“Long time no see, darlin’.”

				Tyler had grown a dark beard. That was new—and so was the handgun he held pointed at her chest. A voice in Riley’s head yelled for her to move, get out, get away. She rammed her elbow into his wrist, knocking the gun from his hand, and attempted to charge past him. But he was too quick, too prepared. He wrapped his arm around her from behind, and her head slammed against his collar bone as his large hand covered her face. A sickening sweet smell from an oily rag burned her nostrils, making it impossible to breath. Just before her legs gave out and everything went black, the horrible truth hit her like a sledge hammer: she’d been found.

			

			
				~ ~ ~

				Riley awoke with a throbbing headache, the back of her throat burning. Her shoulders and legs were cold and damp, and she realized she was lying on a packed dirt floor. She rolled onto her back and spread her fingers around her head, squeezing with what little strength she had. Her jaw clenched as she waited for the pounding to subside.

				The room was dark, and the mustiness stung her already sensitive nose. She rose up on her elbow, but the room spun, and she fell onto her shoulder. She tried to focus on the walls, to get her bearings, but her vision blurred. The only light came from the fading sun through the ground level windows. She had no sense of time, but thought night was coming soon. With a bit more effort, she pushed herself into a sitting position and dropped her head between her knees as the room swirled around her. When the rotation stopped, she noticed a familiar-looking deep freezer and an exercise bike. Tyler had thrown Riley in her own basement.

				Her heart hammered when she heard heavy boots clomp down the wooden staircase. 

				“One, two—I’m coming for you,” he teased in a mock-singsong.

				His raspy chuckle made the bile rise in her throat. That voice, the one she’d heard so many times in her nightmares, could only be Tyler’s. First his boots and then his faded jeans appeared, then finally his face came into view. After two years, he had caught up to her. Riley swallowed down the nausea and braced her back against the wall as her vision blurred.

			

			
				“Well now, looky here. Ain’t you a sight? Finally woke up, huh?”

				He trudged across the room with a twisted grin and squatted in front of her. Tenderly, as if he were holding a delicate flower, he cupped his hands around her face. Her vision cleared, and his dark, empty eyes came into focus. She remembered how those eyes had first captured her attention—deep brown with a hint of gold. Tyler was considered the most handsome boy in all of Salemas. He could have had his pick of any girl in the county, but he chose her. “Little Orphan Angie,” he called her. In the beginning, she felt like Cinderella chosen by the prince, and he had treated her as if she were the fragile glass slipper. He was the answer to all of her prayers. A man who loved her, wanted to marry her and raise a family. They would be happy together forever. The fairytale hadn’t lasted long.

				“Are you hungry?” 

				Pain surged through her head when she shook it.

				“I looked for a cot or a roll-away bed but couldn’t find one. But I brought the cushions from the couch.” He pointed at three square cushions lined against the wall draped with a throw Virginia had crocheted for her. “How about I help you over there?”

				“I’m fine here.”

				“Now, what kind of boyfriend would I be if I left you here on the dirt floor?”

				Riley tensed when Tyler circled his arms around her. He was being too nice, which was always a red flag. “Easy now. You took a heck of a tumble.” 

				He scooped her into his arms as if she were as light as a child and carried her slowly to the cushions. As he lowered her to the floor, she caught a hint of his essence—old cologne mixed with stale cigarettes and body odor. His sour breath brushed against her cheek. She refused to look at him.

			

			
				“There ya go. Maybe you should lie down.”

				“I’m okay.”

				“You fell down the steps.” 

				“Fell? Or did you push me?”

				Tyler chuckled as he ran his hands over her scalp, checking for injuries. Riley’s knees locked, and her fists clenched. Having Tyler’s hands touch her—even kindly—scared her into a frozen block. If she was going to get out of here, she had to tamp down all her fears and think clearly.

				“There’s a knot.” 

				She winced when he pressed a tender spot on the back of her head. “It’ll be okay.” 

				Tyler continued to hunch beside her, drinking her in with an emotionless gaze. His mouth had formed a sweet smile, but his eyes remained cold.

				“You look good, Angel. You put on a few pounds.” He pinched a roll of skin on her stomach and laughed. “I like ya with a little extra meat on your bones.”

				Riley didn’t have extra meat on her bones. She was finally at a healthy weight. One of Tyler’s many abuses had been withholding food when she misbehaved. The first few months after she left, she’d had a hard time eating more than a child-size portion of any meal. Her teeth hurt from repeated poundings, and her stomach churned if she ate too much in one sitting.

				Tyler continued to look her over as if she were a piece of fine sculpture. It used to give her such a thrill when he looked at her like that—with longing and admiration in his eyes. But she’d been through too much with him to be fooled. His charade wouldn’t last long. The Sheriff would be here any minute. Kate promised she’d call him if Riley didn’t arrive in thirty minutes.

				How had he gotten inside? There was a city cop across the street.

			

			
				“I’ve missed ya, Angel.” He leaned in for a kiss, but she turned her head away and his lips landed against her cheek. “Come on darlin’, give me a kiss. It’s been over a year.”

				“Twenty-three months, actually.” Her narrowed eyes warned him to stay back.

				“Twenty-three long, lonely months.” When he dragged his finger from her cheek to the nape of her neck, she slapped his hand away.

				“Now come on darlin’, why you have to be like that? I missed ya.”

				“You didn’t miss me. Just your punching bag.”

				“Angel, don’t talk like that. I love ya. I never stopped loving ya.”

				“Tyler, stop. Just stop.”

				“It’s true. Come here.” 

				With all the gentleness of a bridegroom, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against his chest. Riley shifted her eyes around in search of something, anything she could use as a weapon. 

				“You broke my heart when ya left me. All because of that damn farm. Darlin’, I been regretting that day ever since.”

				“You turned me into your whore.” 

				Riley glanced over her shoulder and spotted the garden shovel. If she could get untangled from his arms and grab the shovel, she could knock him out with one blow.

				“Just the one time.”

				“You said I might have to do it again.”

				“I wouldn’t have let ya. It made me sick to think you were with another man. You’re my woman, no one else’s.”

				“Men. I was with several men. Because you put me up for sale.”

				“Come on, Angel, don’t talk like that. It’s behind us. Let’s move on. We belong together.”

				The shovel was right there, only a few feet away. If he would release her for just a second, and give her enough space to grab the handle, she could crack his skull wide open. Kill him with one blow. A smile formed on her lips.

			

			
				“That’s more like it. That’s the pretty smile I been missin’.”

				“You really hurt me that day.”

				“I know, and I promise I’ll never hurt you again.” While Tyler planted tender kisses along her hairline, Riley kept her eyes on the shovel, calculating how fast she could grab hold.

				“You know what I dreamed about every night since you’ve been gone? Us. Together. Away from Salemas. We could start again. Make a new life somewhere nice, like Florida or Texas.”

				“Someplace warm?”

				“Yeah, Angel, someplace warm, by the ocean. You’d like that, wouldn’t ya?”

				“Sounds nice.”

				“Let’s do it. Leave tonight. Your suitcase is packed. I saw it on the back step.”

				“Uh-huh.”

				“All we need is a little money. You’ve got some, right?” 

				Tyler dropped his arms from around Riley’s shoulders and climbed to his feet, taking on a threatening tone. His dark eyes were like daggers throwing blades of hatred. 

				“I don’t have any money.” 

				Still fighting for equilibrium, Riley took this moment of freedom to climb to her feet. She pressed her back against the cold concrete wall and waited for the dizziness to subside.

				“I’m not stupid, Angel.” His voice had switched from creamy hot chocolate to rot-gut whiskey. “You took that duffle bag full of money. Money that belonged to me.” Like a light switch had been flipped, his voice cooled down, returning to its silky tenor. “But of course, I’ll share it with ya. It’ll give us a new start—together. You still have it, right? You haven’t spent it all, I hope.”

			

			
				“No, I haven’t spent it.” Ever so slowly Riley side-stepped toward the shovel, keeping her hands free and her back against the wall.

				“Good girl. You know where it is?”

				“I know where it is, yes.” She kept her eyes locked on his, hoping to keep him centered on her face, as she inched toward the shovel. Her fingertips were mere millimeters from the wooden handle.

				“Great. Where is it? Here?”

				“No, not here, but I know where it is.”

				“Can you get it for us? Tonight?”

				“Uh-huh.” Riley was within grabbing distance but needed to plant her feet on solid ground. She smiled sweetly at Tyler and carefully kicked the cushions out from under her feet. “I can get it tonight.”

				“Then let’s go, Angel. Let’s get the money and go.”

				With lightning speed, Riley grabbed the shovel in her hands and raised the metal spade in the air. She swung the shovel at Tyler, causing him to stumble, his butt hitting the dusty floor.

				“I’m not going anywhere with you.” 

				She raised the shovel shoulder-high again and swung with all her strength. The metal spade made contact with a sickening crack.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 18


				One minute. That’s all Derek would give Kate. If he didn’t receive a text telling him Riley’s car was rolling up the lane, he would call the police. The burning in his gut warned him the message would never come. He didn’t believe Riley had been pumping gas a few minutes ago. She was either on the run or, worse, trapped inside her house. Maybe he should check in with the patrolman outside her house.

				“How much farther to Highland Springs?” Derek tapped the navigation screen and read the coordinates. They were fifteen miles from town. Even traveling at ninety miles an hour, they wouldn’t get there soon enough to satisfy him. “Can you go a little faster?”

				“Hold tight.” Jill stomped her foot on the accelerator, and the SUV took off.

				“Dispatch.” Derek picked up the two-way radio. He couldn’t wait any longer. “Connect me with the Highland Springs police department.”

				According to the digital readout on Derek’s watch, Riley should be at Kate’s. Why hadn’t she sent him a message?

				“This is Special Agent Derek Bronson, FBI. I need all available officers to go to twelve-ten Maple Street. Possible hostage situation.” 

				Derek might have jumped the gun calling in the police before hearing from Kate, but he’d rather err on the side of caution. If his instincts were wrong about the situation, he’d deal with the fallout later. For now, he wasn’t satisfied with a lone squad car sitting outside Riley’s house. If Tyler had found Riley, it would take more manpower than that to save her. 


			

			
				“The suspect is presumed armed and dangerous. Tyler Power, age thirty. Male Caucasian. Dark brown hair and brown eyes. Five foot ten, approximately one hundred seventy pounds. Last seen driving a green two thousand six Ford F150.” 

				He prayed his suspicions were wrong. Maybe Riley had indeed been at the gas station and would soon drive up Kate and Brody’s lane. Or maybe she took off on her own to get away from Tyler. But his instincts were telling him Tyler had found her, and now had her bound and gagged inside her house—or worse.

				The text he had been dreading finally came.

				Riley not here. Should I call the sheriff?

				We’ll take it from here. Lock your doors and stay put.

				Jill pulled the SUV off the interstate onto the ramp to Highland Springs. There were three miles and four stop lights between them and Riley’s house. His whole body clenched as he thought about what they might find when they arrived.

				Cars scattered on Main Street, pulling left and right as best they could to escape the onslaught of police, sheriff’s deputies, and FBI vehicles. While he spoke with dispatch, Alex alerted fellow agents to rush to Riley’s house. The downtown shops blurred as the SUV flashed by.

				Jill took the turn onto Maple Street on two tires, ignoring the stop light, and kept up her speed past well-maintained turn-of-the-century houses and manicured lawns. Two blocks from Riley’s house, a green Ford F150 sat along the curb.

				“Let me out here. I’ll take a look.” Alex jumped out while the SUV still rolled. Eyewitnesses from past robberies had identified the getaway vehicle as a baby blue, gray, or red truck. At the most recent incident it was identified as green. Did Tyler think he fooled them with so many paint jobs? As soon as Alex cleared the vehicle, Jill sped toward the line of law enforcement parked haphazardly along Riley’s block. She pulled into Virginia’s driveway behind two other FBI cars.


			

			
				“What do we know?” Derek rushed toward Bo, who was talking to the county sheriff and chief of police. He elbowed his way into their conference.

				“We believe she’s inside, most likely with Tyler Power. Her car is still here, and her suitcase is sitting on her back porch,” the police chief said.

				“Power’s truck is parked two blocks down the street,” Bo said.

				“We saw. Alex is checking it out.”

				“The crime lab is on its way to go over the truck. Swat team has been called.” 

				News of his brief affair with Riley must have spread through headquarters because Bo gripped his arm and looked at him with concern. 

				“Don’t worry. We’ll get her out of there. Alive.”

				~ ~ ~

				She couldn’t breathe. Her Adam’s apple was in excruciating pain, and her lungs struggled to draw in air. Tyler held the shovel handle against her throat and shoved her tight against the wall, adjusting his stance to apply more pressure. Apparently, she should have brushed up on her batting skills. The shovel had missed his head and slammed into his shoulder instead. She didn’t even have time to load up another swing before he’d grabbed the makeshift weapon and turned it against her.

				“Now you listen to me, you little bitch. All I have to do is push a little harder and that’ll be the end of ya. Understand?”

				The wooden handle dug deeper into her throat when she attempted to nod.

				“What the hell were you thinkin’, swingin’ this thing at me? I shoulda killed ya the minute I laid eyes on ya.”

				Riley’s eyes watered, and her vision blurred as hundreds of tiny, black spots danced in front of her. She was so close to passing out. Her ears were ringing, and her chest burned. He was going to kill her. It wouldn’t be long now.

			

			
				“Here’s what we’re gonna do.” The pressure eased up, and Riley sucked in a mouthful of air. “You’re gonna tell me where ya stashed the money, and we’re gonna get out of this hell-hole town. Then—”

				“Tyler Power. This is the FBI.” Riley’s knees turned to jelly, and she nearly fainted when Derek’s voice blared through the bullhorn. “We know you’re in there. The house is surrounded. Come out with your hands up.”

				Tyler stepped back, letting the shovel drop to the floor. His eyes went wild as he hurried to the basement window. It hadn’t been cleaned since Riley moved in, so it was impossible to see through the thick filmy glass. There were three windows in the basement, but none of them looked out toward the street. Only Derek’s voice confirmed the FBI had arrived.

				Tyler scurried to the base of the stairs when a muffled tune played in the kitchen. Her cell phone was ringing. She must have dropped it when she found Tyler standing in her kitchen. If only she could tell them he was holding her hostage in the basement.

				“Release Ms. Smith and come outside.”

				“Release Miz Smith? Ha! Not happening.” Tyler crossed the room and sneered inches from her face. “Miss Smith, huh? Well ain’t you fancy? You’re not going anywhere until ya give me the money.”

				“It’s not here.”

				“Then where the hell is it?” Rather than press the shovel handle against Riley’s neck, Tyler choked her with his bare hands. His fingers pressed against her carotid, and her vision was once again speckled black. Her mouth formed the words, but nothing came out. If he didn’t ease up on her throat soon, she would pass out for sure.

			

			
				“I . . . I b-b-buried it.” Riley sputtered out the words when Tyler loosened his grip.

				“Tyler, this is the FBI. We want to talk with you. Call us at this number.” Derek rattled off a string of numbers, repeating them three times.

				“Fuck no!” 

				Black stars gave way to a white light, and Riley was sure it was the end. The FBI presence only enraged Tyler more, and he took it out on her by strengthening his grip.  

				“Where?” He squeezed again. “Where is the money?”

				Finally, he released her, and she fell to the floor, sucking in deep, gasping breaths. The fire in her lungs burned into her throat.

				“Tell me.” Tyler slammed the toe of his boot into her hip, prodding her to answer.

				“A-Along the creek . . . outside town.”

				“How long ago did you leave it there?”

				“About s-six months. I’m sure it’s still there.” Even if Tyler wanted to get the money, he was too smart to leave now with the house surrounded.

				“We’ve got to get out of here.”

				“How? You heard them.”

				“There’s only one way out.” 

				Tyler lifted his shirt and pulled the handgun from where he’d stashed it in his waistband. He grabbed a fistful of Riley’s hair and lifted her to her toes, pressing the muzzle against her temple.

				“You’re getting us out of here.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 19


				The FBI set up a perimeter of agents around Riley’s house. Local police and deputies had been instructed to evacuate homes along the street and the block behind, and to keep traffic from entering the area. SWAT members dressed all in black were positioned behind the privacy fence in the backyard. Agents were already in position behind parked cars in front of the house. When Tyler came out, he would only have two choices—walk between the close-set houses to Riley’s backyard or out to the street in front. There was no other means of escape. Either direction, law enforcement would be waiting.

				“Why the hell won’t he call? What’s going on in there?” Derek smashed his hand onto the roof of the SUV. They knew Tyler was inside with Riley, so why wouldn’t Tyler confirm it with a phone call?

				“If he doesn’t call or respond in the next five minutes, we’re going in.” Bo laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder, but the gesture did nothing to extinguish the fire burning in his gut. He wouldn’t be able to relax until they got Riley out of there and Tyler was in handcuffs.

				“Let me go in.”

				“No way, Bronson. I agreed to let you run the negotiations, but you’re not going in.”

				“But I—”

				A shrill jangle from the designated cell phone startled him, but he kicked into smooth negotiator mode immediately. He couldn’t screw this up.

				“This is Special Agent Bronson. Is this Tyler?”

			

			
				“Who the fuck else would be callin’ ya right now?”

				“How are things going in there?” 

				They damn sure weren’t going well outside. Derek’s nerves were frazzled, and it took all he had not to tell that piece of scum exactly what he’d do to him if he got him alone. 

				“Is Riley with you?”

				“If you mean Angela, yes, I’ve got her, and if you come in here, I’ll kill her.”

				Derek covered the mouthpiece and drew in a deep breath, fighting to remain calm. He couldn’t do anything to set Tyler off, or he might carry out his threat.

				“We don’t want that to happen. What can we do to resolve this situation?”

				Tyler didn’t answer, but Derek knew the line was still open. He could detect the sound of something metallic hitting against a hard surface. Visions of Riley being beaten with a hammer filled his mind, but he knew that wasn’t it. He didn’t hear her scream.

				“I can’t talk to you now. I’ll call back.”

				When the line went dead, Derek dialed back immediately. He had to convince Tyler to let Riley go.

				~ ~ ~

				Hope surged through Riley, knowing it wouldn’t be much longer before she was released. Tyler had the cell phone pressed to his ear and the shovel in his hand, knocking it against the water heater and support beams as he paced around the room. The longer he stayed on the phone, the better the chance he would be convinced to turn himself in.

				“I can’t talk to you now. I’ll call back.”

				He slammed his phone onto the dirt floor and stalked over to Riley, pitching the shovel against the wall.

				“Get up.” A searing pain ripped through Riley’s arm as Tyler hauled her to her feet. “We’ve got to figure out a plan.”

			

			
				“Just let me go.”

				“It’s not that simple, Angel.”

				“Tyler Power. Please give me a call,” Derek’s voice blared from outside. 

				“Shut up!” The pressure was too great for Tyler. He stabbed his fingers into his hair and tugged, letting out a primal scream. “I can’t think.”

				Riley’s heart jumped when his cell phone rang. Tyler pulled his hands from his hair, leaving it bushy and wild. He looked like a madman as he snatched the phone from the floor and shouted into it.

				“What do you want?” His crazed demeanor melted to rational as he listened to the voice on the other end. It couldn’t be the FBI, but someone he was relieved to hear from. 

				“Cody, where the hell are ya?”

				“Cody?” It came out in a strangled whisper. Riley pushed away from the wall and swayed toward Tyler. Her brother had come to save her. “The feds are outside and have the house surrounded. I need to get Angel out of here.”

				She stood beside Tyler and strained to hear the voice on the other side. She couldn’t believe it. Cody was supposed to be in Salemas working at the car dealership. How had he found out Tyler had her trapped in the basement? She tilted toward Tyler’s phone to confirm it was Cody’s voice she heard.

				“My truck’s down the street. Yeah. Maybe out the back. That’s how I got in. Not sure. Can you see anything?”

				If Cody was here to save her, why did Tyler have a smile on his face? He actually seemed pleased her brother had arrived.

				“As soon as you can get in position, call me back.” Tyler tapped the phone and shoved it in his pocket. He jumped when he looked over his shoulder and found Riley standing close. 

			

			
				“Was that my brother?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Is he here to get me out?”

				“To get us both out.”

				“What?”

				“He’s going to get us the hell out of here.”

				“You said that already.” Riley grabbed Tyler’s arm and spun him around to face her. “What’s going on? Why is Cody helping you? He’s supposed to be working at the dealership.”

				“Yeah, well, he called in sick. I figured we might run into trouble.”

				“We?”

				“Yeah, Cody and me. We work together.”

				“Doing what?” Riley’s head was about to explode. None of this made sense. Cody knew what an awful person Tyler was, including his illegal activities, and how badly he hurt her. Surely, he wouldn’t have anything to do with him.

				“Christ, Angel. You can be such a dumbass sometimes.”

				“Tell me.” She wouldn’t stop asking until Tyler told her exactly what Cody had to do with any of this.

				“Cody is my partner. He works with me out at the farm and runs jobs with me.”

				“Like selling drugs.”

				“Yeah, and other things.”

				“Like robbing banks.”

				Tyler’s laugh was sinister; his face twisted with anger as he gripped Riley’s shoulders in his hands and applied enough pressure to make her wince.

				“How do you know about that?”

				“Why do you think the FBI is outside?”

				“I figured one of your friends called them.”

				“Now look who’s the dumbass.”

				Her sassiness earned her a strong backhand across the face, knocking her feet out from under her. In the past she would have known better than to speak to him that way, knowing she’d get punished, but having the FBI outside gave her a boost of courage. She pressed her palm to her cheek and used her tongue to check for loose teeth.

			

			
				“Tyler Power. We know you’re in there.”

				“Shut the fuck up!” His shout echoed off the concrete walls. He stalked to the filmy window, glanced out, and then paced back toward Riley, who sat on the floor where she’d landed a moment ago. “Get up.” He kicked her foot with his boot and marched back to the window. “We’ve gotta get out of here.”

				“You heard them. The house is surrounded. We can’t get out.”


				“Yes.” Tyler pulled a handgun from the back of his waistband and pointed it directly at her head. “Yes, we can. And we will. Get on your feet and start marching up them steps.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 20


				“The sun’s starting to set. It’s going to be harder to see him when he comes out,” Alex said, as he looked toward the house through binoculars. 

				“We’ve got another half hour at least.” Derek was stationed alongside Alex behind their SUV, watching the house closely for any sign of Tyler or Riley. “I don’t think he’ll come out though. He hasn’t moved from the basement.”

				“We might be here all night.”

				“No, we won’t. I’m going in.” Derek stood and looked around the vehicles for Bo. They couldn’t sit out there waiting for Tyler to make his move. Someone had to get inside before he killed Riley.

				“We don’t know if he’s got a gun or what. Give it a little more time. Maybe he’ll call back.”

				“I know my way around the house. I can get in without him hearing me and get to the basement.”

				A loud crack of gunfire sounded behind them and all agents scrambled for cover. A deputy who had been assisting neighbors out of the area fell to the ground with a moan, holding his leg. Several deputies and agents crouched low in pursuit of the gunman who was hidden somewhere across the street from Riley’s house.

				“Shit, he’s brought back-up,” Alex said.

				“Just like the first robbery and Pipersburg.” 

				Derek squatted at the corner of the SUV. The day of the first robbery, someone had provided cover as Tyler escaped the bank. In the beginning, Riley seemed like the most likely suspect, having been caught spending the stolen money. But it was more plausible that the same person providing cover for Tyler now was the one who killed his dad.

			

			
				~ ~ ~

				“They’ll shoot you as soon as you appear at the door.” Riley struggled to pull her arm out of Tyler’s firm grip.

				“Not if you’re in front of me.”

				“They’ve been looking for you a long time. I don’t think using me as a human shield will work.”

				“Why the fuck not?”

				“They said the house was surrounded. They can shoot you without hitting me. You’ll never get away.”

				“Cody is going to distract them, keep them busy. We’ll cut through the backyards to my truck a couple blocks down.”

				“It won’t work.”

				“It worked before. Cody is an expert shot. He’ll take them all out before they even draw their weapons.”

				“What do you mean ‘it worked before’?”

				“He popped off some people at a couple of our jobs.”

				“The one in Comstock?”

				“Yeah. What d’ya know about it?”

				She stopped fighting to get away from him and instead fought to stay on her feet. Her heart skipped a beat. It couldn’t be possible. Cody wouldn’t kill a man, not to help Tyler escape with stolen money. He told her he hated killing people in the war, preferring to help the locals lead a peaceful life. 


				“Cody killed Derek’s dad?” She hadn’t realized she muttered the words aloud until she was startled by Tyler’s face inches from her own.

				“Who the hell is Derek?”

				“He’s an FBI agent and my . . . my friend.”

				“You bitch.” Tyler used his other hand to slap a handprint on the opposite cheek. “You’re the one who turned me in to the FBI.”

			

			
				“No, I didn’t.”

				Instead of words, he used his fist in response, knocking her to the floor.

				“How the hell did ya find out? Was it your asshole brother?” Tyler kicked a wooden crate sitting along the wall, splintering it into several pieces. “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted him. A Breeland can never be trusted.”

				Riley’s face began to swell. She could tell by the tingling sensation in her cheek and the warmth under her hand she would have a nice goose egg on her cheekbone. Twenty-three months ago, when Riley took the money and ran, she promised herself no man would ever lay a hand on her in anger again. Tyler wasn’t going to get away with this. 

				While he looked through the filmy window with his back turned, she crawled on hands and knees toward a piece of wood that had broken off the demolished crate. She grabbed the jagged plank and quietly rose to her feet. When she was within striking distance, she raised the plank over her head like a spear, and with a swift downward motion stabbed the plank between his shoulder blades. It simply bounced off his back, not sharp enough to penetrate, and tumbled to the floor. He moaned and whipped around, trapping Riley against his chest. He snatched the plank from the floor and pressed the jagged point against her jugular until it pricked her skin. She said a silent prayer, preparing to die. Just when she thought Tyler would jab the wood into her neck, a noticeable creaking sound came from upstairs.

				“Someone’s in the house.” He shoved her away and drew his handgun. He silenced her with a finger to his lips as he walked cat-like to the bottom of the stairs. She nearly fainted with relief.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 21


				Fifteen minutes had passed since the unknown gunman had taken his shot, sending a sheriff’s deputy to his knees. Something had to be done to get Riley out of there. Communication was non-existent, and the FBI’s phone calls to Tyler remained unanswered. The house was completely dark and silent. Most of the window blinds were drawn, but Derek could see there was no movement in the first or second floor of the house. Alex and some agents were in a tight circle discussing next moves, one of which was the possibility of sending him inside.

				He fidgeted, unable to stand still, knowing Tyler should have made some type of gesture or stated his demands. No action might mean Riley was dead—a notion he had to tamp down if he hoped to keep his composure. It was important his superiors recognized objectivity and reason in his actions, not the fear running through his veins.

				“Bronson.” Bo’s stealth-like approach made him jump. “You’re going in. Make sure your radio is on and your mic’s open. SWAT will be on standby. Just say the word when you need them.” He laid his hand on Derek’s shoulder. “Be careful.”

				With an affirmative nod, he circled the SUV, zigzagging through Riley’s front yard. He pressed his back to the corner of the house, peering over his left shoulder before scaling along the wood siding to the back door. When he reached the back stoop where her suitcase still sat, he drew in a deep breath, giving his eyes time to adjust to the dark. He couldn’t see the SWAT agents posted along the back fence though he knew they were there. With his Glock gripped in his right hand, he eased the screen door open with his left, and soundlessly opened the back door. In two steps, he was inside the kitchen with his back pressed against the refrigerator. His thumping heart was the only sound in the tomblike quiet.

			

			
				There had been no sign of movement on the first or second floor, so the only likely place they could be was the basement to his left. He took a step toward the door, and his foot landed on a creaky floorboard. The house was old, so the likelihood of coming in without making any noise was nearly impossible. He hoped Tyler would be too preoccupied to notice. 

				Sliding along the wall, descending the staircase as if he were walking on glass, he was one step away from the landing when everything went black.

				~ ~ ~

				“Hey, buddy.” 

				The friendly greeting was followed by heavy thumping. Riley pressed against the wall as she watched a large body roll down the stairs. Her brother Cody followed behind. 

				“Look what I found upstairs.”

				The darkly dressed man landed on the hardpan floor. She’d recognize the close-cropped blond hair and broad shoulders anywhere. It was Derek, and he wasn’t moving.

				“What the fuck? You scared the shit out of me.” Tyler met Cody at the bottom of the stairs with a scowl on his face. Derek’s prone body lay between them. “How’d ya get in?”

				“The backdoor was unlocked. Not a smart move, dumbass. I’m surprised those assholes outside didn’t come in earlier,” Cody said. 

				His joyous smile dissolved when his eyes landed on Riley, standing with her back against the wall and her fist pressed against her lips. She fought back a scream, fearing he had killed Derek before kicking him down the stairs.

			

			
				“Hello, sis.”

				Cody crossed the room, eyeing her from her head down to her feet. He stopped in front of her with his hands on his hips and sucked his teeth.

				“If you’d given me your address, I would’ve visited sooner.”

				“What are you doing? Why are you here?”

				“I came to visit. Remember? Just came a little early, that’s all.”

				“But what are you doing with Tyler? You told me you hated him.”

				“Aw, now, that hurts my feelings,” Tyler said with a hearty chuckle.

				Cody joined in the laughter and planted his hand on the wall beside Riley’s face.

				“Buck sent me to keep an eye on him.”

				“What?” Her mind spun with confusion. Cody seemed like a hologram, her eyes playing tricks on her. He couldn’t actually be here, not now.

				“Somebody’s got to watch out for him. Dumbass is going to get caught one of these days.”

				“I haven’t been caught yet, have I? Dad’s just paranoid.”

				“Rightly so. You keep this shit up, and you’re going to federal prison. Not to mention you’ll blow the whole operation.” Cody turned around and poked Tyler in the chest so hard he stumbled back against a wooden support beam.

				“I’m not going to prison. Dad’s precious empire is safe.”

				“No thanks to you. I told you to stay away. I’d handle it.”


				“Handle what? What are you talking about Cody?” She pushed off from the wall and grabbed his elbow, spinning him around to face her. “What’s happening? Please tell me you’re not working with him.”

				“I’m not working with him, sis. No worries.”

				She sagged with relief, knowing Cody wouldn’t get mixed up in anything Tyler was doing. He was a good man, an honest man. But still, he hadn’t explained why he was here.

			

			
				“But I am working for Buck. You’d think with all his dad’s done for him, Dumbass here could stay out of trouble.” Cody glared over his shoulder at Tyler, now leaning against the support beam. “But no, this piece of shit just keeps stickin’ his foot in it.”

				“Hey, thanks to her we lost a bunch of money—and not just the money she stole.” Tyler swung his arm in her direction and eased away from the post, an angry scowl on his face. “I’m here to get the money back.”

				“Yeah, they’re still talking about her at the farm. The boys miss you, Angel.”

				“What? Cody, please tell me you’re not working there.”

				“I help out now and then. Buck can’t count on Tyler, so he likes me to stop in every once in a while.”

				“But Cody . . .” Riley felt like her head would split in two. Both sides of her brain were fighting for comprehension. What happened to his job at the dealership and wanting to have a quiet, uneventful life?

				“Look Angela, I know it looks bad from where you’re standing, but it’s tough for a vet to make it once he’s out. There weren’t a lot of opportunities in Salemas for an ex-soldier with a record like mine. Buck’s like a dad to me—I owe him. So when he asked me to help out, offered to bring me into the family business, well, it was kinda hard to pass up.”


				Riley shook like a bobble head, which is what she felt like right now. How did she not know Cody was part of Tyler’s illegal schemes? He had come back from the army full of hope for a peaceful life in Salemas—at least that’s what he’d led her to believe. How long had he been home before he got involved with Buck and Tyler? She and Cody had grown so close in the brief two months they’d spent together after his return. He had been furious when he saw the bruises Tyler had inflicted. Cody wanted to avenge her, but she wouldn’t let him for fear Tyler would hurt him. Instead, he promised to stay away from Tyler and let her handle it. Was he already involved back then?

			

			
				“Have you been robbing banks with him? Is that what you mean by coming into the family business?”

				“Not exactly, but I’m usually on standby if this dumbass is about to get shot.”

				“Standby?”

				“I run interference sometimes.”

				“Why?”

				“Because Tyler doesn’t have a lick of sense. How the hell he’s lived this long is beyond me.”

				“No, I mean why are you helping him?”

				“I told you. I make sure he doesn’t get killed. Even though he’s a thorn in Buck’s side, he doesn’t want to see his only son get gunned down.”

				“But why rob banks? Don’t the Powers have enough money?”

				“You would think so.” Cody strolled over to Tyler, who was looking through the foggy window, and snaked an arm around his neck. “But this doofus here has a bit of a gambling problem. Ain’t that right, dumbass?” 

				“Shut the fuck up.”

				“His daddy won’t pay for his debts, so Leroy here has taken up the bank robbing profession. He’s not bad at it either. I only had to get him out of a couple scrapes. That first one though—damn, I had to take out the fed chasing him. After that, he figured things out pretty good for himself . . . until recently.” Cody ruffled Tyler’s head as if he were a little boy. “Most times I just wait in the car and get us out of town as quick as possible.”

				Bile burned up into Riley’s throat while her stomach took a tumble. Cody was fully involved with Tyler’s crime spree and confirmed he had killed Derek’s father. She was dumbfounded as she watched her brother’s arm rest on Tyler’s shoulder, the two of them looking like a pair of best friends gazing through the window together. He talked as though he hated Tyler, but it was obvious from his actions they were more like brothers.

			

			
				“Are we really surrounded?” Tyler asked, seeming to forget she was still in the room. “How’d you get in?”

				“I was special ops for a reason, bro. Once I let off a couple of warning shots, I skirted around the neighborhood and snuck into the side yard. Those SWAT dudes must be on a coffee break.”

				“Sharp shooters are out there?”

				“In the backyard. But no worries, I’ve got you covered like always.”

				Tyler stalked across the basement to the bottom of the stairs and kicked Derek’s back. The limp body replied with a moan.

				“What’d ya do to him?” Tyler nudged Derek again with his foot.

				“Knocked him out.” Cody waved a handgun in the air and released a sinister chuckle, making Riley sick with fear. This couldn’t be her brother. It felt like she was watching a stranger.

				“Smart. FBI?”

				“Yep. Feds are all over the neighborhood.”

				“What are we going to do with him?”

				“Tie his ass up,” Cody said, as he extracted two long zip ties from his pocket. He rolled Derek on his side and fastened a plastic strap around his wrists and ankles, and Tyler helped drag him across the room where they dumped his limp body at Riley’s feet. Cody then pulled out two more ties and secured her hands. 

				“Better sit down, sis.” Once she sat on the floor beside Derek with her back against the wall, Cody wrapped the other tie around her ankles, pulling the strap so tight it cut into her skin.

			

			
				“Just in case you thought about running.” Cody winked at her and crossed the room to Tyler.

				She had never been more bewildered and hurt in her life. It made no sense. How could Cody do this to her? He was her brother—her only family. The emails he sent the past two years were all about reconnecting, reuniting with the sister from whom he’d been separated since they were young. Being at war had taught him the importance of family. They had been apart, living like strangers, but blood was thicker than water. They would be a family again once he was home. For two months, they had been—at least, that’s what she thought. 

				Derek’s head lolled on his shoulders, rolling from one side to the other. He was coming around and fought hard to open his eyes. His brows arched, and his lids struggled to open, while his mouth opened and closed involuntarily, drawing in ragged deep breaths. 

				“Looks like our friend here is waking up. Let’s talk somewhere more private.” Cody wrapped his hand around Tyler’s arm and dragged him halfway up the stairs where they put their heads together and talked without being overhead. Riley could only see their lower legs and feet on the steps.

				She scooted her hips around and used her fingers to shake Derek’s bound hands. When he didn’t respond, she used her feet to spin around to face him.

				“Derek,” she whispered, hoping to not rouse Tyler and Cody’s attention. “Derek.”

				His head slumped in her direction with his eyes opened to slits. His glassy gaze stayed locked on her as his chest rose and fell, struggling to breathe. He blinked a few times as if to clear his vision, and his mouth puckered.

				“Riley?” 

				She wouldn’t have heard him if she hadn’t been sitting so close. He raised his head, and his vision seemed to clear. His gaze trailed to her bound feet and then back to her face. His brows were knitted with confusion.

			

			
				“Where are we?” he croaked, as he looked around the dusky cellar

				“Shh. Tyler and Cody have us in the basement.”

				“I. Yes. I remember.” Clarity showed in Derek’s face as his cheeks turned dark red and his eyes narrowed in anger. “Are you okay?”

				“I’m all right.”

				“Your face is bruised.”

				“I’ll be okay.”

				“Hey!” Tyler stalked down the steps and squatted before them. “No talking. I’ll gag ya if ya don’t shut up.”

				“You should be aware the house is surrounded by FBI and other law enforcement.”

				“Yeah, yeah. I heard the announcement. Now shut the fuck up.”

				Tyler kicked Derek’s bound ankles and stomped back to Cody, still standing at the base of the stairs. Derek swallowed deeply and turned his head toward Riley.

				“Derek, I’m—”

				He shook his head, silently pleading for her not to talk. It was all her fault Derek was now bound in this basement and his life was at risk. She should have never gotten involved with him. She should’ve run the day after Kate’s wedding like she originally planned. Tyler and Cody wouldn’t be here now, and Derek’s life wouldn’t be in danger. She leaned over and placed her head on his shoulder. Maybe this small gesture would show him how sorry she was. He didn’t respond, just kept his head propped against the wall.

				She raised her head when she heard Tyler and Cody arguing. 

				“You heard him, the house is surrounded,” Tyler said.

				“I’ve had training in this sort of thing. I’ll send out some shots to distract them while you run out the backdoor across the neighbors’ yards to the truck. I won’t be far behind you. We’ll be out of here before they can turn on their sirens.”

			

			
				“They’ll shoot my ass.”

				“Which is what you deserve, but I’ll get you out of here. I always do.”

				“What about them?” Tyler flicked his hand in Riley and Derek’s direction and scowled. “She knows where the money is.”

				“To hell with the money. That’s the least of our worries right now.”

				“But I owe—”

				“Forget him. You’ll never get out of debt to him if you hide out here. The best thing we can do is get your ass out of here alive and face the music when you get back.”

				“He gave me until Monday.”

				“You want to stay here and get shot by the feds, or do you want to get home? Which is it? Because I’m about sick of cleaning up your shit.”

				Cody grabbed Tyler’s shoulders and shook him like a rag doll. It was obvious he had helped Tyler out of binds before and was the stronger of the two—the man in charge. The bully who had knocked her around and controlled her every move was weak in comparison to her brother. She still couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that Cody worked for Tyler’s dad.

				“Come on. Let’s take a look upstairs. We’ll go up to the second floor to assess the situation.” Cody gathered a handful of Tyler’s shirt and nearly dragged him up the steps. Once they were gone, Riley turned to Derek.

				“Der—”

				“Listen to me. I have a knife in my ankle strap. I’ll scoot my legs toward your hands. Reach under my pants leg and pull it out. We’ve got to get free.” 

				He grunted out the orders as he maneuvered his legs toward her hands strapped behind her back. He was alert and taking charge. Pain shot through her shoulders as she contorted her body toward his outstretched legs. She arched her back and stretched her arms out behind her as far as they could go. Her fingers were her eyes, searching for the bottom of his pants leg and the knife sheathed against his ankle.

			

			
				“I’m so sorry.” She whimpered, losing feeling in her fingertips. She couldn’t grab the knife pressed to his leg. “My hands are numb.”

				“Shh.”

				“It’s all my fault.”

				“Riley, get the knife. We’ll talk about this later.”

				“I can’t—”

				“Yes, you can. You’re almost there.” His leg shifted below her tingling fingers, trying to get the knife into her hands. “Do you feel it? It’s right there.”

				“My hands are—”

				“You can do this baby, come on.”

				His sweet encouragement startled her, but at the same time gave her fortitude. She fought through the painful numbness and pinched the hilt between her thumb and forefinger. He stretched out his leg to dislodge the knife from its sheath. She held fast to the knife as he scooted his legs away, bringing it free.

				“Let me have it.” 

				Riley dropped the knife on the floor and relaxed her arms against her back to relieve some of the pain stabbing through her shoulders. He maneuvered around, grasped the knife in his hand, and sawed it against the plastic tie that cut into her wrists. She nearly cried out when her hands broke free from the strap. She hugged her arms around her midriff and rubbed the pain from her shoulders.

				“Take the knife. Cut your ankles loose, and then cut my straps.”

				Riley moved as quickly as she could, praying Tyler and Cody wouldn’t return before they were free. Thanks to Derek pulling his zip ties taut, she was able to cut through his restraints fast. She dropped the knife on the floor at their feet when he cupped her shoulders in his strong hands.

			

			
				“You okay? Really?” He held her at arm’s length as he surveyed the damage to her face. His worry and concern warmed her heart as his feather-light touch skimmed across her swollen cheek. “Did he hit you anywhere else?”

				“No. I’m okay.”

				“Can you walk? I’m going to get us out of here.”

				“Yes, I’m fine.”

				“We’re coming out.” He spoke into the microphone, alerting officers outside. “Cody took my gun, but maybe we can sneak out before they come back downstairs. Come on. Let’s go.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 22


				Riley’s hand was cold and clammy against Derek’s palm. He entwined his fingers with hers and gave her an encouraging nod. Her face was pale with fear—the only color in her cheeks was from the deep red bruise Tyler had inflicted. He picked up the knife off the floor, knowing it wouldn’t be much of a match against a semi-automatic handgun, but it was the best he could do. Gun or no gun, he was going to get her out alive.

				Together they rushed across the room, and he led the way up the staircase, keeping her tucked safely behind him. Tyler’s and Cody’s voices carried down from the second floor. As long as they stayed up there, Derek could get Riley safely outside and into the hands of federal agents. Once he was re-armed, he would go back in and end this thing once and for all. They had reached the landing when he heard Tyler come down the stairs from the second floor.

				“I think there’s a window in the laundry room. I’ll look out that way.” His voice grew nearer to where they stood frozen in place. The laundry room was beside the doorway to the basement, and if he thought to look, they would be caught with only the knife to defend them. Derek released Riley’s hand and gripped the knife, ready to attack if necessary.

				Tyler entered the laundry room without bothering to check on his hostages. The window blinds in the laundry room clattered, indicating Tyler had pulled them up to look outside. Assuming his concentration was out the window, they might have enough time to get out of the house. Derek instructed Riley to follow him with a wave of his hand, and within a few seconds, they were at the top of the stairs. She pressed against his back as he assessed the likelihood of getting her out of the house before Tyler heard them. The back door was closed, but he thought he could get it open and shove her outside before Tyler would have time to react. 

			

			
				He gathered Riley’s hand in his and crept silently to the door. He gripped the doorknob and pulled it open, swinging her in front of him and out the door. She had just cleared the stoop when he heard Tyler rush from the laundry room. He jumped back inside the basement doorway and waited. As he expected, Tyler ran to the backdoor to see who had escaped. In two steps, Derek was behind Tyler. He plunged the knife deep below his ribs with his right hand and locked his left arm around Tyler’s neck, forcing his back against the blade. Tyler’s loud groan echoed in the empty kitchen as he twisted against Derek’s hold. He was stronger than Derek had estimated. Tyler fought until Derek could no longer hold him. With the blade still deep in his side, Tyler snapped around and pushed Derek, knocking his head against the refrigerator. His vision littered with stars, but he could still make out Tyler struggling to stay on his feet. Wobbling side to side, Tyler raised his handgun and pointed it at Derek’s chest. 

				~ ~ ~

				Riley stumbled off the back stoop and ran helter-skelter as she tried to get her balance. Before she could round the corner of the house, she was grabbed by a man dressed in black combat gear.

				“Ms. Breeland, I’ve got you.”

				“Who are—”

				“FBI. Stay with me. It’s not safe for you to run across the yard.”

				The agent tucked her body against his and scaled along the foundation of the house to the side yard. He lifted her like a rag doll, toes dragging, and carried her behind a large evergreen that sat at the corner of her yard. A loud gunshot rang out, and she realized it had come from inside the house.

			

			
				“Derek.” Riley tried to wrestle out of the agent’s arms, but he only held tighter. “You’ve got to do something.”

				“Don’t worry.”

				“But he’s been shot. We have to go back.”

				“Right now, your safety is my concern.” 

				Before Riley could argue, the agent ran, keeping her firmly in his arms, crossing the driveway, skirting around shrubbery until they met up with Agent Jill in Virginia’s backyard. He released her to Jill’s care and then disappeared back toward Riley’s house.

				“Jill, oh my God, do something.” 

				She set out for her house but was stopped when Jill locked her arms around her from behind. Jill wasn’t a big woman, but she had as much strength as any man.

				“Settle down, Riley. We’ve got this under control.” Her breathy reassurance brushed against Riley’s ear but didn’t settle the fear surging through her body.

				“I heard a gunshot. Derek doesn’t have his gun. Cody took it.”

				“Cody?”

				“My brother. He’s inside.”

				Jill released Riley from her bear hug but kept her from running by twisting her arm behind her back. “Confirmation. Cody Breeland is inside the house.” She barked the information into her mic while keeping a firm hold on Riley. 

				“Cody was upstairs, and Tyler was at the back door. Derek was right there. He only had a knife. Tyler must have shot him. Or Cody did.” A wave of nausea rocked her stomach at the thought of her brother—her flesh and blood—possibly shooting the man she loved. “You’ve got to help him.”

				“We are. Don’t assume Derek’s been shot.”

			

			
				“He doesn’t have a gun.” Riley’s voice rose an octave as hysteria set in. Why weren’t they doing anything? Why wasn’t the FBI rushing to help Derek? She could faintly see the backdoor from their vantage point, but so far, no law enforcement officers had entered the house. He could be lying inside the door bleeding to death while these jokers stood around doing nothing. She fought hard to break free, but Jill tugged her back against her chest, restraining her in a tight hold.

				“We have to go in there.”

				Gunfire sounded in rapid succession from the front of the house. She desperately needed to see what was going on. She heard several voices shouting but couldn’t make out any of it.

				“Let me go. I have to know what’s going on.”

				“Agents are entering the house now. It will be over soon.”

				“But I have to—”

				“You need to stay with me until it’s over.”

				“But Derek—”

				“He’ll be okay.”

				It was the longest few minutes of her life. Time came to a stop. The gunfire had ended, but loud voices still rang out from the house. Riley couldn’t decipher who the voices belonged to or what was said. She was faint with worry, sagging against Jill as tears ran unchecked down her cheeks. When Jill loosened her grip, Riley dropped to the ground and pulled her knees to her chest. She wrapped her arms around her legs, bracing herself for the reality that Derek could be dead, as she fought back a sob. 

				“Suspect apprehended. All clear.”

				She sagged with relief when she heard the announcement through Jill’s radio, but she couldn’t give in to the tears, wouldn’t be completely satisfied, until she knew Derek was safe and in one piece.

			

			
				“Come on.” Jill helped her to her feet. “Let’s go around front.”

				She allowed Jill to lead her from behind Virginia’s house and across the driveway to her front yard. She leaned into Jill’s strong arm wrapped around her waist to steady her. The street was filled with FBI and other law enforcement vehicles. When an ambulance pulled up beside two others, her knees defied her again. Jill lifted Riley against her body and continued walking her toward the waiting agents. She scanned the faces of the officers standing around in small groups, talking among themselves. Derek wasn’t among them. 

				“Where’s Derek?” Her heartbeat quickened, and her breath grew shallow at the possibility that her biggest fear had come true—Derek was injured—maybe even dead.

				“Come sit down.”

				“But where—”

				“Please, lay on this gurney. Let them check you over.” Jill guided her to an awaiting ambulance and handed her off to an EMT, who helped her stretch out on the sheet-covered gurney. She kept her eyes on her house, silently praying Derek would walk out, as the EMT strapped a blood pressure cuff on her arm. She became frantic when the EMT looked into her pupils, blocking her view of the house.

				“Here. Hold this against your cheek.” A frozen ice pack was laid against her face to help curb the swelling. When the EMT stepped away, she was able to see another hospital gurney wheeled down the driveway. It was too dark to see who lay on top of it, which only added to her anxiety. As it drew nearer, her chest constricted when she noticed the body was shrouded in a white sheet.

				“Oh God.” She attempted to climb off the gurney but was held down by emergency personnel. Jill rushed over and elbowed the EMTs out of the way. She pressed Riley’s shoulders against the firm mattress, holding her in place.

			

			
				“It’s not Derek. He’s okay.”

				“But who . . . what . . .”

				“Listen to me.” Jill gathered her face in her hands and held it still. “Derek is fine. He’s inside talking to some other agents. It’s Tyler. He was killed.”

				“Tyler?” So it wasn’t Derek who was hurt when she heard the first gunshot. It must have been Tyler. But how? Derek didn’t have a weapon. A rush of relief made her feel as though she were floating. 

				“What about Cody?”

				Her question was answered as Cody was escorted in handcuffs by two FBI agents on either side of him. He wore a patronizing smirk on his face, as if this were all a big mistake. His cavalier expression made her blood boil but was quickly replaced by sadness. That was her brother. Regardless of his involvement with the Powers or any crimes he had committed, he was still the only blood relative she had. The realization that she was all alone in the world settled cold and deep in her bones.

				“Riley!” 

				Kate pushed past agents, policemen, and other first responders, and rushed to her side. She hauled Riley into her arms and squeezed the breath out of her. “Thank God, you’re all right.” Kate held her at arm’s length and surveyed her injuries quickly before dragging her into another tight hug. “You scared me to death. I should’ve made you come with us.” 

				Brody caught up to Kate and laid his hand on her shoulder.

				“I’m sorry,” Riley said. 

				“Derek is going to kill me. He’ll never trust me again,” Kate said.

				“It’s not your fault. I should’ve followed you. Have you seen him?”

			

			
				“No. We talked to a couple of agents over there. He’s still inside,” Brody said.

				“He’s not hurt, right?” She had been told he was okay but needed to hear it from Kate or Brody—someone she trusted.

				“I think he’s okay. Apparently after you got out, Tyler came into the kitchen and Derek stabbed him with a knife,” Kate said. “Tyler turned to shoot, but Derek got the gun away from him. He killed him at point blank range. He’s being questioned now.”

				“Questioned?” Riley rose up off the gurney, but Kate laid her hands on her shoulders, easing her back against the mattress.

				“He killed an unarmed man. That’s not exactly proper FBI protocol.”

				“But he held us captive. Tyler would’ve killed Derek. Maybe me. He—”

				“I know. I’m sure it’ll be fine. They just have to dot all the I’s and cross all the T’s.”

				“Excuse me, please.” The same EMT who had taken her blood pressure had returned, gesturing Kate and Brody away from the gurney. “We’re going to take Ms. Breeland over to the hospital.”

				“It’s Smith. Riley Smith,” Kate corrected him.

				“But according to—”

				“We’ll follow you to the hospital and get everything straightened out,” Kate said, as she stepped back to allow emergency personnel to lift her into the ambulance. She waved to Riley as the doors closed. “We’ll be right behind you.”


				Riley’s body sank against the stiff mattress as she closed her eyes to the bright overhead light. She was exhausted. Her arms and legs were heavy, drained of all energy. It had been a harrowing night, one she hadn’t been sure she would survive. Tyler was dead. That monster could no longer hurt her or anyone else. Cody was in custody. The brother she thought she knew was nothing but a stranger to her and would probably spend the rest of his life in prison. Her only glimmer of happiness was knowing Derek was alive. She was so grateful his life had been spared.

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 23


				Derek squeezed his eyes shut to the laser-like light in the doctor’s hand. She was attempting to assess his pupillary responses, but the searing light worsened the pounding in his head. The jackhammer pressure in his brain shot up a notch whenever her evil light hit his corneas. 

				“That’s okay. We’ll take a look later. Just rest now.” 

				The doctor snapped off the light, but he kept his eyes closed. He had been assured the hospital room lights were dimmed, but even the smallest amount of brightness ramped up the pounding in his head. The doctor’s shoes clicked across the tile floor as she left him alone in the room. He had been told he had a concussion and needed to stay the night. Under any other circumstance, he would have traded his right arm to not stay in a hospital, but even he knew it was the best place for him. Tyler was dead, and Cody apprehended, so there was nothing more for him to do right now but lay still and pray the pain meds kicked in soon. 

				Was it Travis or Cody who hit him in the head? He couldn’t remember seeing or hearing anyone when he entered the kitchen. What he remembered was slipping quietly through the backdoor and then waking up next to Riley in the basement. With the way his head throbbed, he didn’t know how he had gotten her out of there alive. It must have been pure adrenalin, but once the rush subsided, the room tilted, his stomach rejected all its contents, and the jackhammer started its assault. It hadn’t let up yet.

				When he heard a light tapping on his door, he opened his eyes to mere slits and looked through the corners, not daring to move his head. The damn pain killers weren’t working.

			

			
				“Are you up for some visitors?” 

				His eyes closed at the familiar sound of Kate’s voice. Three people had entered his room, but with his vision so blurry, he wasn’t sure who.

				“How you feeling, bud?” He identified the second person as Brody, but the third person had yet to speak.

				“Like a horse kicked me in the head.”

				“Looks like you got clobbered pretty good,” Brody said with a chuckle.

				Derek reached toward the pain and found a large gauze patch on the side of his head. He winced when his fingers made contact.

				“Yep, must’ve been a Clydesdale.”

				When he heard a whimper, he forced his eyes open and made out a blurry silhouette at the foot of his bed. The ghost-like figure’s shoulders were heaving, and he heard sniffling. 

				“Riley?”

				“Oh, Derek, I’m—”

				“Come closer.” He closed his eyes to ease the strain but held out a hand to her. Even that simple gesture made his head hurt.

				“We’ll let the two of you talk.” Kate’s words were followed by footsteps retreating to the hall.

				Within seconds, Riley was on the side of his bed, where she gathered his hand between hers and hugged it against her chest.

				“I’m so . . .” Her words floated away as if on a cloud. He thought he heard a sob but wasn’t sure if it was her or him.

				“Riley?”

				“If it weren’t for . . .”

				Her voice sounded as though she were speaking from inside a tunnel. He knew she was still talking but couldn’t make out the words. They’d become so garbled. She seemed to be asking him something.

			

			
				“What?” His reply sounded like it was shrouded in fog.

				He tugged his hand from her chest and laid it against his clammy forehead. The energy it took to speak made him dizzy. The pain meds must be kicking in. His tongue was heavy, and his words slurred like a drunk’s. He wanted to tell Riley none of this was her fault, and he’d do it all again to keep her safe. But right now, his mouth felt stuffed with cotton, his lids had lost all ability to open, and the jackhammer had muted to a dull thud. Darkness overtook him as he gave in to a deep sleep.

				Hours later, Derek awoke to hazy sunshine streaming through the windows. He looked around the room through filmy eyes at the television mounted high on the wall, the pale gray curtain pulled alongside his bed, and the monitors over his left shoulder. His arm was restrained, and a needle was taped to the crook of his elbow. He followed the thin tube attached to the needle to an IV pole with a bag dangling, filled with clear solution.

				He was in the hospital. It all came back to him. 

				Riley.

				Where was she now? Was she okay?

				“Hey.” Bo’s voice boomed over the steady beeping of the monitors. “Want some company?” He came into the room followed by Alex, who carried a tray of paper coffee cups.

				“Sure,” Derek croaked, his throat thick and mouth dry.

				“Thought you could use some coffee,” Alex said, as he handed him a cup.

				“Thanks, but first I need some water.” 

				Bo placed the plastic bottle in his hands, and he drank greedily as Alex raised the back of his bed. His pain had settled into a dull ache. He hoped once the meds wore off, his mind would lose the fuzzy wool feeling. 

			

			
				“Now I’ll take the coffee. Need to clear my head.”

				“You took a hell of a wallop,” Bo said, settling into a vinyl-upholstered chair. 

				“Yeah, but his head’s hard enough to take it,” Alex chuckled, as he leaned his hip against the mattress.

				“Remind me who hit me in the head and with what?”

				“Cody Breeland was hiding in the house when you went in. Apparently, you got whacked with the butt of his gun.”

				“How the hell did he get past us?”

				“We think he snuck in before the SWAT team was in place in the backyard,” Bo said.

				“Slithered in like a snake.” Alex waved his hand through the air and shook his head. “Used his special ops training, I guess.”

				“What about Riley?” Derek pressed the bed control, raising the mattress to a more upright position. “Is she okay? I got her out of there, right?” He could remember pushing her out the door, but very little before or after that.

				“Yeah, one of our guys grabbed her outside the door, and she made it to an ambulance.”

				“Ambulance?” Derek’s back came off the mattress, and his brain took a lightning-fast spin. He fell back against the bed and laid his hand over his face while the twirling subsided.

				“Tyler had given her a pretty good shiner. They brought her in to make sure nothing was broken. She’s okay,” Bo said.

				“They released her yesterday,” Alex said.

				Keeping his eyes shut against the slow whirl, Derek spoke through his hands still covering his face. “I want to see her.”

				“Not right now. Actually, I’d recommend you steer clear for a while,” Bo said.

				Derek dropped his hands and found Bo standing against the metal bed restraint.

			

			
				“Why?”

				“You’re being put on administrative leave until the OPR reviews the case.”

				“What? Why? She was held hostage. I got her out.”

				“You shot Tyler. Killed him,” Alex said. “Don’t you remember?”

				Derek reached into the recesses of his memory, trying to pull up images from yesterday, to remember everything. He recalled a struggle in the kitchen, a knife, a loud bang. 

				“Just barely. It’ll come back once I’m out of this place and off the meds.”

				“I’m sure,” Bo said. “In the meantime, you’re to rest, take it easy, and stay away from the office.”

				“For how long?”

				“At least until the hearing.”

				“Shit.”

				“The hearing will probably be next week or whenever you’re feeling up to it. After that, I suggest you get out of town for a while.”

				“Okay, but I want to see Riley.”

				“I wouldn’t recommend that. You’ve already had a personal relationship with the victim… it’s best you stay sequestered from her until your fate is determined.”

				“That’s ridiculous.”

				“Another reason is we want to keep your ass alive.” Bo walked over to the bed and laid his hand on Derek’s shoulder. “Buck Power hasn’t been picked up yet. Once he finds out you killed his son, he might come after you.”

				“That’s not going to happen.”

				“Don’t be so sure. Not only is his son dead, but his right-hand man is in jail. His empire is about to crumble. He doesn’t sound like the kind of guy who will let it go so easily.”

				Would this nightmare ever end? He understood the protocol in these cases, but to be kept away from Riley worried him more than the threat of Buck Power’s revenge. There was so much he needed to say to her.

			

			
				“But what if—” 

				“Take that as an order. You got it?” Bo squeezed Derek’s shoulder. “You’ve had a great record with the FBI. Don’t screw it up now.”

				“Aye, aye, captain.” 

				He lifted his hand in salute, and even that small gesture made his brain scramble. He needed to talk to Riley, see for himself she was okay. More importantly, he needed to tell her that none of what she told him about her past mattered to him. But right now, with the thumping returning to his head, a few days of rest sounded pretty damn good.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 24


				Liza had been waiting outside the hospital for Riley, who insisted she stay at her house until the crime lab was done processing Riley’s bungalow. It had been an official crime scene for three days, but now that the FBI’s work was finished, she was allowed to retrieve her belongings. She’d been told that a local police officer would escort her inside the house. When Officer Pete picked her up from Liza’s, she chose to sit in the back seat, where she wouldn’t feel obligated to carry on a conversation with the policeman she only knew from Beautiful Blooms. Pete was a newlywed and sent flowers to his wife each month. How different he seemed now from the love-struck guy who blushed over his flower purchases. When he would leave the shop after ordering a dozen roses or a mixed arrangement, she often wondered if she’d ever have a love like that. It didn’t seem likely.

				Pete opened the passenger door and extended a hand to her. She had always loved this little house with its gingerbread trim and wide front porch. But now all she could think of was the harrowing experience she’d had inside, and how Derek could have been killed.

				“Riley, I recommend you go in through the front door.” Pete gently held her arm and walked her to the front porch. “You might want to stay out of the kitchen. It hasn’t been cleaned up yet.”

				“Okay.”

				“Would you like me to come in with you?”

				“No thanks, Pete. I’d like to go inside on my own please.”

			

			
				“Sure thing. I’ll wait right out here.”

				The first thing she noticed as she stepped across the threshold was a large gash in the wall, probably from the FBI’s forced entry. Her living room was a wreck. The lamp lay on the floor, the coffee table was tipped on its side, and the sofa was upended. Bullet holes riddled the walls and ceiling. This was where they had most likely captured Cody and by the looks of the furniture and mangled walls, he hadn’t gone quietly.

				Riley didn’t want to keep Pete waiting. He had told her he’d wait for her to get her things and make sure the house was secure once she left. She stepped around the coffee table and pulled Liza’s watercolor painting from the grocery bag where it had fallen near the kitchen doorway and held it up to the window, grateful to find it intact. The scene was of a flower garden in full bloom along a creek with lush green mountains in the background. In the middle of the colorful explosion was a woman, stooped over, picking flowers. Liza said it was Riley. She had captured her doing what she loved most—working with flowers in the bright sunshine. She swiped her fingers along her lower lids and put the painting back inside the bag with her photo album and winter festival picture. 

				She ran upstairs, ready to pack what remained of her clothes, but drew up short when she entered her bedroom. The mattress stood on its long edge against the window, where a breeze blew through several broken panes. Cody must have created this fortress. She could imagine him pointing a gun at the officers out front. Black dust covered every surface, which she concluded was left behind by the forensics people. Her stomach roiled imagining what could have happened if Cody had opened fire on the officers in front of her house. Forget the extra clothes. She could slowly replace them all wherever she landed. 

			

			
				She hurried back downstairs, gathered the bag against her chest, and reached for the front door knob, casting a quick glance over her shoulder. Pete had warned her not to go into the kitchen, but morbid curiosity propelled her across the living room and through the doorway. She had to see the place where Tyler had drawn his last breath.

				It looked as though someone had dumped a bucket of rusty red paint on the floor. Riley stood in the kitchen doorway, mesmerized by the dried splatter on the floor and cabinets. It was blood. Tyler’s blood. The same black dusty residue she had seen upstairs littered the countertops, knobs, and cabinet doors. Clearly the FBI had done a thorough job collecting fingerprints, DNA, and other evidence. 

				A strange sense of calm washed over her. She hadn’t seen Tyler’s dead body last night as they wheeled the gurney to the ambulance, but knowing the blood splashed throughout the kitchen belonged to him, she finally felt safe. The fingerprints they had lifted would be his last.

				“Riley?”

				She whipped around at the sound of Virginia’s voice calling through the front screen door. She hurried across the room before Virginia could see the mess in her kitchen.

				“Pete let me in. I thought I’d check on you.”

				“Thanks. I wanted to get Liza’s painting.”

				“You want me to help you pack up the rest of your stuff? You can store it at my house.” Virginia’s head bobbed and weaved, trying to get a good look around the house, but Riley stopped her from coming further inside.

				“Thanks, but that’s not necessary.”

				“Kate called a cleaning service. Might be best to get things out of the way so they can do a thorough job.”

				“Not necessary.”

				Her attempt to cut off Virginia’s view of the kitchen didn’t work. She bobbed one way, and Virginia weaved the other. 

			

			
				“Oh, my. Honey, what in the world?” Virginia slipped her arm through Riley’s and pressed against her shoulder. Side-by-side, they walked toward the kitchen. Virginia’s steps were slow, hesitant, and her arm shook as they approached the blood. What was wrong with Riley that she didn’t have the same unsettled reaction?

				“So much blood.” Releasing her hold on Riley, Virginia inched into the room. “This is where he died? That horrible man, Tyler?”

				“Yes.”

				“But you weren’t in here when it happened, right?”

				“No. I was outside by then.”

				“Oh, honey.”

				“I can’t live here anymore.” 

				Taking a second glance at the blood-stained kitchen, she was glad she’d made the decision to move on. How could she possibly return to this house without remembering what had taken place here? She would always remember the blood splatter on the floor and the risk Derek had taken. 

				“Let’s call someone to box up your things. They can put them in my basement, and once you find another place to live, they can move them for you.”

				“None of it matters. I’ve got enough clothes over at Liza’s.”

				“But you’ll want all your dishes, pots and pans. Your furniture.”

				“All of it will remind me of my time here.” Riley had learned to travel light whenever she pulled up stakes. She would find a furnished apartment in the next town, slowly replace the clothing she left behind, and begin to build a new life where no one would find out about her past.

				“Arthur’s daughter built a new house out on the ridge and plans to rent her house over on Juniper Street. Why don’t you take a look at it? You’d only be one block away and could still walk to work.”

			

			
				“I don’t think so.”

				“In the meantime, you can stay with me. I know how much you like your morning walks over to the shop.”

				“What about Derek?”

				“He’s going back to Washington. Special Agent Azar came and got his stuff. Kate says he isn’t needed here now that Cod—um—the suspect has been caught.”

				“He’s gone?”

				“That’s what I understand.”

				All the more reason for her to leave. There was nothing holding her here. His father’s killer had been caught, the bank robber’s identity revealed, and anything they might have had together was over. As meager as it was, she had apologized, though she wasn’t sure he heard her. Derek had gone back home, and Riley needed to find hers.

				“Thank you, Virginia, but I’ll be okay. Time to start over.”

				She wrapped her arm around Virginia’s frail shoulders and guided her back toward the front door. They stepped onto the porch, and Riley held tight to her as they descended the three wooden steps. Last fall, Virginia had taken a nasty tumble on her icy steps, resulting in a broken femur. Riley had met Kate when she came to take care of her grandmother. It was incredible how close they had become in that short time. Heaviness settled in her heart just thinking about leaving these people behind. It was the same pain she had experienced when she moved away from the pastor’s family.

				“Send Pete home and come to my house. I made a peach pie yesterday.”

				“I don’t think so.”

				“Well, why not?”

				“I’m going.”

				“Going?” Virginia’s wise eyes stared at her over the rims of her glasses. “Back to Liza’s?”

				“I’m, uh . . .”

			

			
				“You’re running again, aren’t you?”

				“Not exactly running.”

				“Because of what you told me? About the farm?”

				“I can’t stay here. Don’t you see? This place, all of you—you’re so good, so sweet, so . . . I don’t want to be a topic of gossip down at Sit and Sip. What would Liza and Maggie and Brody think?”

				“You think Highland Springs is Mayberry? Get your nose out of the roses and look around. The Brass Rail might be a relatively respectable bar, but there are plenty out on route ten I wouldn’t step foot in. What about those strip clubs off the interstate? I bet they’re full of young women, victims, just like you.”

				“I don’t consider myself—”

				“You were a victim. You can’t blame yourself for what that monster forced on you.”

				“I should’ve left him sooner.”

				“You know yourself it wasn’t so easy.”

				“He was so cruel, and I knew, deep down, he wasn’t going to change. But I stayed.” Tears swelled behind her lids, and she blinked furiously against their onslaught.

				“You felt trapped. Think what some of those girls out at the Lustful Club must be feeling. You could help them.”

				“Help them? No, not me.”

				“Why not you? You know firsthand about that life. Take what you’ve learned, and use it to help others. You’ll never reconcile your past by running from it.”

				“But what about—”

				“Liza and the rest of them won’t love you any less for what you’ve been through. If anything, they’ll admire the strength it took for you to survive.”

				“And Derek?”

				“He loves you.”

				“No.”

			

			
				“You two thought I didn’t know about him spending his nights at your place. Just because I sleep without my hearing aids doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s up. I saw the dark circles under his eyes—knew he hadn’t gotten much sleep. That boy couldn’t stop grinning through breakfast. He was thinking of you. Because he was in love.”

				“Was.”

				“Still is. Why else would he risk his life like he did the other night?”

				“It’s his job.”

				“Honey, I heard there were a couple dozen officers outside your house that night. Any one of them could have gone in. But Derek was the one who actually came in to save you.”

				“I don’t know, Virginia . . .”

				“Tell you what. At least let me fix you something to eat. You shouldn’t travel on an empty stomach.” Virginia gave her hand a soft pat. “Go on, Pete,” she shouted. “Riley’s coming to my place.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 25


				“You make the absolute best peach pie. Will you give me the recipe?” 

				Riley wiped the sticky sweetness from her lips and washed down her last bite with a sip of iced tea. How many times had she sat at Virginia’s kitchen table for a cup of coffee or a light meal, talking about nothing important, yet savoring each word?

				“Anybody home?” Maggie’s voice rang out from the foyer. “I knocked, but I guess you didn’t hear me.” 

				She came into the kitchen looking just as harried as usual, carrying a wilted African violet. Being a single mom, running the Brass Rail with her sister, and trying to keep Beautiful Blooms afloat took a toll on her.

				“I figured you’d be here.” 

				With a thump, Maggie set the plant in front of Riley and waved her hands at it, clearly frustrated. 

				“Do something. My mother is coming next week to visit, and she expects this damn plant to be thriving.”

				“Have a seat, honey. Want some tea?” 

				“Got anything stronger?”

				Virginia winked at her and reached for a glass bottle from the cabinet.

				“You’re trying to kill it, aren’t you?” Riley laughed as she filled her palm with dried up blooms she plucked from the plant. “Why don’t you tell your mother you don’t have a green thumb?”

				“How would that look? A florist doesn’t know how to take care of an African violet? You have to save it. This one was started from one of my grandmother’s violets. It’s an heirloom.”

			

			
				“Just tell her you’re not a horticulturalist. You arrange flowers, not grow them.”

				“Please, Riley. You’re the only one who can save this plant before my mother arrives.”

				“Fine. Let me baby it a few days. By the time your mother arrives, it will be the picture of health.” Guilt washed through her. She wouldn’t actually be here to help Maggie with the violet, but she could leave detailed instructions for the frail little bloom with Virginia.

				She often teased Maggie about her ability to kill every living plant that came into her possession. Riley had a knack for plants and had volunteered to take care of all the dish gardens for sale in the shop. Twice a week, she stopped at Maggie’s house after work to water and weed around the pansies lining her foundation. If it weren’t for her help, Maggie’s yard would have no color at all.

				“You’re having a party and didn’t invite us?” Kate said as she and Liza stepped through the back door. Kate carried a manila folder in her hand, and Liza clicked the screen on her phone. They joined the others around the kitchen table while Virginia filled two more glasses with iced tea. 

				“I thought you were coming back to the house. Did you get your stuff?” Liza said with her gaze still locked on her phone.

				“I got what I needed.” 

				“What are you doing on the twenty-fifth, Riley?” Liza asked, still staring at her phone.

				Settling into my new location. “Why?”

				“They’re having the annual pig roast out at Misty Mountain and need extra help pouring beer and serving food. Can I say you’ll help?”

			

			
				Flaking on plant care for a single African violet was one thing but agreeing to help staff an event was something else entirely. She hesitated, trying to figure out a reasonable excuse to beg off.

				“They need you,” Liza pressed.

				“I don’t know.”

				“What else do you have to do? It doesn’t start until five. You can come out right after work.”

				“But I—”

				“Oh yeah, I forgot to mention, I’ll be on vacation the week after that. I’m taking Carly to Myrtle Beach.” Maggie said, eyes wide as she sipped her tea. “You can run things without me, right?” 

				“I guess, but—”

				“We need to go over that paperwork we discussed.” Kate tapped the manila folder with a serious expression. “It takes about two months to get things rolling with that, um, thing we talked about. You’ll need to sign some papers today and some more in a couple months.”

				So much for a quick, quiet getaway. If she pushed her plans out three more weeks, she could save Maggie’s plant, sign the paperwork to change her name, and work at the pig roast. 

				“Sounds to me like you’re needed around here.” Virginia tipped her head and looked over her glasses directly at Riley. “You’re going to have a busy summer. Maybe you should take a look at that house on the next block after all.”

				There was something about Virginia’s suggestion that broke Riley’s silence. She suddenly needed to tell her best friends who she was and how she came to this place.

				“I need to tell you all something.” She placed her hand over Virginia’s and dragged it to the center of the table. Soon the five women each had an arm stretched across the wood table with their hands clasped in the center. Their grip on each other looked like a basketball team ready to start a new game. But instead of throwing their hands in the air with a loud cheer, they traded gentle squeezes and cast concerned looks at Riley. 

			

			
				These precious women, whose hands formed a wagon-wheel around the table, were as close to a family as she’d ever had. She started her confession slowly, hesitantly, but was determined to end all the lies.

				“I was planning to move on before you all arrived today.”

				“Move on. What do you mean?” Liza asked, looking around the table.

				“I was going to leave Highland Springs today, find somewhere else to live.”

				“Because of what happened in your house last night?” Liza asked.

				“Too many bad memories?” Maggie added.

				“That, and I thought it was time to start over.”  

				“Last night was bad, but you don’t need to start over somewhere else,” Liza said, finally laying her cell phone face down on the kitchen table.

				“I usually don’t stay in one place for too long.”

				“But Tyler’s dead,” Maggie said, laying a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

				“You’re not making sense.” Liza glanced again around the table. “Am I the only one who doesn’t know what she’s talking about?”

				“No . . . well, a little. Maggie knows why I’m here but doesn’t know everything. Kate and Virginia know my real name and . . . history.”

				“History? What? I don’t understand.” 

				Riley focused on Liza, the friend with whom she had the closest connection. They were the same age, laughed at the same things, cried on each other’s shoulders. But she had betrayed Liza with her secrets. It was time to come clean.

			

			
				“I’ve been lying to you, Liza.” She glanced around the table, making a connection with each woman. “I’ve lied to everyone.”

				“Start from the beginning, honey. They’ll understand.” Virginia’s warm smile and encouraging nod urged Riley forward with her story. As soon she uttered her first truth, the enormous weight lifted from her body.

				“I was born Angela Breeland. And for the past two years, I’ve been on the run from Tyler Power. I had only planned to pass through Highland Springs, but you all sucked me in, making it impossible to leave. Once you hear everything, I hope you’ll forgive me.”

				~ ~ ~

				“So that’s it. That’s everything.” Riley had spent the last half hour telling them the whole story of how Angela Breeland had become Riley Smith and how she had landed in Highland Springs. She once again reached toward the center of the table, hoping at least one of them would join hands with her. “I love you all so much and I want to stay. But if any of this changes how you feel about me or you think it would be awkward—”

				“Oh my God, stop it.” Liza was the first to grab hold of her hand. “This changes nothing.”

				“I feel terrible.” Maggie stacked her hand on top of Liza’s and Riley’s. “I knew you had been abused and were hiding from an ex but had no idea how bad it was. Or how bad he was. I wish I had known.”

				“Changing your name makes perfect sense. You’re a different person now.” Kate joined hands with the others.

				“You see, honey, I told you they would understand.” Virginia was the last to place her soft, wrinkled hand on top of the pile. It was only fitting that the wisest one sitting at the table would anoint the group with her compassion. “And they love you even more now that they understand. Right, girls?”


			

			
				“Right,” all four women answered in unison.

				Riley smiled. And quickly the smile turned into tears. But for the first time in a long time, they were tears of joy.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 26


				After Bo had picked up Derek’s things from Virginia’s, he’d checked him into a local motel so he could sleep off the pain meds and gain back his strength. It was all part of Bo’s suggestion that he steer clear of Riley. Three days after his release from the hospital, Derek felt well enough to go into the FBI office to do a little research. He sat at his desk, clicking the keys on his laptop until he pulled up the webpage he’d been searching for. 

				A beautiful Spanish revival building with a triple bell tower reminiscent of the Alamo was highlighted on the homepage. It had blinding white walls, a terracotta tiled roof, and palm trees swaying around its perimeter. A tiny glimpse of the gulf could be seen in the background. Pastor Andy Riley smiled proudly on the steps of the Sea Spray Baptist Church, surrounded by his now adult children, their spouses, and three grandchildren. It had taken Derek only five minutes to find the man Riley considered her father. An even quicker phone call would tell him if the pastor would like to reunite with her.

				“Sea Spray Church,” a man answered on the third ring.

				“Pastor Riley, please.”

				“Speaking.”

				“Pastor Riley, this is Derek Bronson, with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I was wondering if I could have a minute of your time.”

				“Yes, sir. What’s this about?”

				“Are you familiar with a woman named Angela Breeland?”

			

			
				The pastor responded so slowly Derek thought they had been disconnected.


				“Uh . . . Yes . . . but I haven’t seen her in years.” The pastor dragged the words out slowly. Confusion was clearly in his voice. “Is she in trouble?”

				“No, sir. She’s fine. I just wondered if I could stop by the church to speak with you about her.”

				“That would be all right. I’ll be here for another hour.”

				“Can we meet on Thursday? It’ll take me a couple of days to get there.”

				“May I ask what this is about?”

				“Making a dream come true.”

				As soon as Derek clicked off the call, Alex strolled into the office they shared. He hadn’t seen Alex since the morning after the shooting. At the time, his mind was in a fog, but he clearly remembered Bo’s warning to stay away from the office. Surely Alex wouldn’t call him on it.

				“I’m surprised to see you here. Weren’t you supposed to take it easy?” Alex dropped into his desk chair and swiveled back and forth with his feet propped on the corner of his desk.

				“I’ve been taking it easy. Been staying at the Mountain Lodge for a few days. I’m better now. There was something I needed to do here this morning.”

				“You look a little better.”

				“Yeah, my headache’s about gone.”

				“Preparing for your hearing with the OPR?”

				Derek wasn’t looking forward to his meeting with the Office of Primary Responsibility, but knew it was standard operating procedure. Whenever a suspect was killed by an agent, a thorough review of the case was required. Specifically, they would investigate Derek’s actions and consider whether he had violated the FBI’s policy on use of deadly force. Some on the committee might think so, but Tyler had lunged at him in an attempt to win back the gun Derek had taken from him. His memory had finally returned with the details of that night. Technically, his life had been threatened, so his actions were justified. Even if Tyler hadn’t lunged, Derek would have been justified for all the years he’d tortured and humiliated Riley. That was reason enough to kill him.

			

			
				“So, have they set a date for the hearing?” Derek asked as he shut down his computer.

				“I think Bo said it’s next week. They’re convening here in Clarksburg.”

				“That’s considerate of them, but I’d be glad to meet with them in DC. In fact, I’m going there in a few minutes.”

				“Why?”

				“I need to tell my mom about Cody. I want to give her the details about Dad’s killer in person.”

				“Makes sense. Are you planning to stay with her until the hearing?”

				“No. I have some business to take care of in Florida.”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 27


				Derek stood outside the twin oak doors that led into a conference room at the regional FBI office. On the other side of the wall were members of the Office of Primary Responsibility, who had come to Clarksburg to conduct the hearing. His future employment with the FBI lay in the hands of the men and women leading the investigation. He had gone against the bureau’s policy on deadly force by firing at a defenseless assailant. At best he would receive a suspension, and at worst, he would be charged with manslaughter. Regardless of what punishment was handed down, he would never regret killing Tyler Power.

				The hallway was bare except for Alex and Bo, who were huddled at the end of the hall, and a custodian who ran his wide mop down the tile floor. Derek leaned against the wall and dropped his head back. He winced at the shooting pain. Although he was medically recovered from his concussion, now and then he would get a jolt if he moved the wrong way or hit his head against something—like a thick plaster wall. He closed his eyes until the pang dissolved. A high-pitched clicking, like the sound of pointy high heels against the tile floor, brought his head up. It was indeed high heels—and Kate wore them. She was followed by Riley, whose own heels joined in the clicking chorus.

				Kate had warned him Riley was scheduled to testify at his hearing. He just wasn’t prepared for the shock to his heart and the residual tingle that reverberated through his limbs. It had been two weeks since her hazy visit to his hospital room. He had dug deep into his memory but could only recall her standing at the foot of his bed. 

			

			
				Did she blame him for her brother’s murder charge? Cody had killed his father. Maybe she thought it was Derek’s fault he would spend the rest of his life in prison. She’d experienced enough violence in her life, would she have nightmares now because this? Blame him for not getting to Tyler sooner? 

				More likely she was angry with him for not calling, not telling her how sorry he was for how he’d left things. Yeah, he’d been shocked, even repulsed when he learned of her past, but none of that mattered. He was over it. Did she think he was avoiding her because of what she’d confessed? He should’ve ignored Bo’s warning and gone to her sooner. He had so much to say to her, but feared she’d never forgive him for the way he’d acted at the safe house. The only thing he did know was he still wanted her. Her past was of no consequence, and the long separation had done nothing to cool his feelings for her. If she was angry with him, he hoped he could earn her forgiveness.

				“Hey, how are you?” Kate wrapped her arms around his neck, giving him a supportive hug. Her hands rested on his shoulders as she stepped back and looked him over. “How’s your head? Still pounding?”

				“It’s okay. Better than two weeks ago.” Instead of meeting Kate’s eyes, he glanced over her shoulder to Riley, who showed her back to him as she feigned interest in an announcement posted on a bulletin board.

				“You’ll be okay in there. Just tell them the truth.”

				“I plan on it.”

				“After reading the policy, you were well within protocol when you killed Tyler.”

				“Whatever happens in there, I have no regrets. I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

			

			
				His pronouncement brought Riley around to face him, but her knitted brows and narrowed gaze worried him. He couldn’t decipher if she was angry or shocked, but his words had definitely touched a nerve. Surely she understood why he had killed Tyler. It was the only way she would be forever free of him. It didn’t matter that he was unarmed. That man had forced her into prostitution. For that alone, he deserved to die. She had to know that. He took a step toward her, hoping to explain, but was stopped when a committee member came out of the conference room.

				“Riley Smith? Come this way, please.” 

				Kate gave a final squeeze to his shoulders and shuffled across the hall, following Riley into the conference room. His fate rested mostly in her testimony. Only she could convey to the committee the danger they had faced at the hands of Tyler and Cody. 

				“Was that Riley and Kate?” Alex joined him along the wall, tipping his head at the closing door. 

				“Yeah. She’s giving her statement.”

				“Did you talk to her?”

				“No. I was warned not to, remember?”

				“I wonder how’s she’s been holding up.”

				“Why the sudden interest?”

				He turned his shoulder to the wall and studied the concern on Alex’s face. Through most of the investigation, Alex had acted like Riley was guilty, willfully involved with the robberies and murder. His sarcasm hadn’t hidden his distrust of her. What was with the attitude change?

				“It’s had to have been hard on her, that’s all.”

				“You thought she was guilty. You never gave her a break. Other times . . . Why do you care how she’s feeling now?”

				“Look.” Alex blew out a heavy sigh as he shoved his hands in his pockets. “I know how much you care about her. You risked your life for that girl. SWAT was ready to go in that night, but you insisted.”

			

			
				“So?”

				“So, you wouldn’t have taken a risk like that otherwise. I should’ve been more understanding.”

				“Yeah.”

				“I’m sorry. I thought she was more involved. Tried to convince myself she killed your dad.”

				“It’s okay. Don’t beat yourself up. There were times I thought she was guilty, too. I couldn’t see any other way it could’ve gone down. Who the hell would have thought it was her brother all along?”

				“He had her bamboozled.”

				“That’s the worst part. He was her only family. She thought he was a great guy who actually cared about her.”

				“She probably feels abandoned.”

				“I plan to show her she’s not.”

				~ ~ ~

				When Riley and Kate came out of the conference room, Derek was pacing the length of the hallway. He was scheduled to testify next, along with Bo and Alex. They would go over the two-year investigation, including the details of that final night, and then the committee would deliberate once they finished. 

				As soon as the door opened, he took a step toward Riley, determined to speak with her regardless of Bo’s warnings. He had to tell her how sorry he was, but the sight of her red, swollen eyes stopped him in his tracks. The committee questioning must have been painful for her, forcing her to relive that harrowing night. Kate kept her safely tucked under her arm as Riley pressed a tissue to her nose. Her watery glance at Derek only confirmed what he feared—his judgment had hurt her deeply, and she wanted nothing to do with him. 

				He followed Alex and Bo into the conference room, ready to give his testimony. Depending on what Riley had told them, and what the committee believed, he might be facing jail time of his own.

			

			
				After an hour of questioning and another hour of waiting, the committee chairperson called Derek back into the room for sentencing. 

				“Special Agent Bronson, we have gone over your testimony, the testimony of your colleagues, and of Ms. Smith. We commend you on your involvement in apprehending the alleged suspect, Cody Breeland. But it is the opinion of the board that perhaps your close association with this case affected your objectivity that night. We question why you were permitted to work on this case in the first place.”

				The chairman’s accusation was targeted at Bo, who met his indictment with a stoic nod. 

				“Having said that, we do acknowledge that under these circumstances and from all the testimony we have heard, you performed your duties with the utmost professionalism, risking your own life to save that of Ms. Bree—um, Ms. Smith. One can only wonder what would have happened to her if you had not entered the house. You are to be commended for getting her out safely.”

				“Thank you, sir.” The tightness in Derek’s chest began to loosen. Apparently, Riley had backed-up his claims that he had entered the house to rescue her. Killing Tyler had not been part of the official plan.

				“The committee acknowledges you had received a head injury from Mr. Breeland upon entering the house and that you and Ms. Smith were held hostage by Tyler Power for over an hour. We also acknowledge Mr. Breeland had taken your service weapon from you after inflicting your concussion. Per your own testimony, you later used Mr. Power’s firearm to shoot and kill him.” 

				Why couldn’t they just get to the verdict? He dragged his damp palms across his bouncing thighs and stretched his neck against his suddenly too-tight collar as the chairman droned on a few minutes more, rehashing details of his earlier testimony and stating facts for the record.

			

			
				“The media has had a field day with this case, converging on that normally quiet town in droves and creating a firestorm of complaints against the department. We have to balance our conclusions between the facts as we know them and the reputation of the department. Therefore, it is the decision of this board that you be suspended without pay for thirty days, starting today. During your suspension, your past performance and history with the bureau will be reviewed and a possible new assignment given at the end of the thirty days. At that time, you will receive back your credentials and service weapon, which you have surrendered. Do you have any questions, Special Agent Bronson?”

				“No, sir. I understand.”

				“And another thing . . . we are sequestering you from any contact with Ms. Smith, Agents Ritchie and Azar, and anyone else involved in the case for the duration of your suspension so the prosecution can build a solid case against Cody Breeland. Do you understand?”

				“Yes, sir.” Thirty days without talking to Riley meant thirty days with no chance to apologize for the way he acted or to tell her he loved her. All the pent-up anxiety and nerves drained from his body, leaving him like a deflated balloon. Not being able to see Riley left him depleted. If only he had spoken with her in the hallway.

				The meeting broke, the committee members rose from their chairs, and even though he was relieved, Derek was unsteady as he stood up. Alex pummeled his shoulder with a congratulatory pat on the back, and he stumbled against a chair. Since thirty days off was forced on him, maybe he’d pay a visit to his brother for a few days, do a little fishing, and try to forget this case. Once he’d completed his R&R, he’d get to work making things right with Riley—and he knew exactly how he would go about it.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 28


				Riley wedged a pale lavender hydrangea bloom in among blue peonies and white Queen Anne’s lace. She was assembling the last of the table centerpieces and altar flowers for a two hundred-person wedding tomorrow. Next, she would create five bouquets of the same flowers, tightly bundled and wrapped in lavender satin ribbon for the bridesmaids, and a pure white bouquet of roses, hydrangeas, freesia, and stephanotis for the bride. The flowers’ spicy, sweet aroma made her head swim, but she loved it. If she could turn this smell into a frothy liquid, she would bathe in it. 

				The jingle bell over the flower shop door dragged her mind away from visions of a whirlpool bathtub full of foaming iridescent bubbles and floating rose petals. 

				“Hey girl, what’s up?” Liza disregarded the “Employees Only” sign over the doorway and entered the back room where Riley was working. “Are these for Gina and Tony’s wedding?”

				Liza knew everyone in town and was always one step ahead of town gossip. She worked three nights a week at the Brass Rail to supplement her meager artist’s income and was always up on the news.

				“Yep. What do you think?” Riley made a hasty bouquet from the loose stems. She held it demurely below her breasts and took measured steps toward Liza.

				“Beautiful. Like you should be the bride.”

				“Ha! Not much chance of that.”

			

			
				“Oh, I don’t know.” Liza plucked a pink carnation out of a tub of blooms sitting on an adjacent work table and twirled the stem between her palms. “Your Prince Charming will come along someday.”

				“Like yours will?”

				“Yeah, right. Any minute now, he’ll come riding up on his steed.” She buried her nose in the fluffy bloom with a laugh and inhaled deeply. “Lift me onto the saddle and carry me away to his lair.”

				“You mean his castle?”

				“He’ll probably have a nasty humpback under his cape and one big snaggletooth. That’s about how my luck runs.”

				“You’re crazy.” Riley laughed along with her friend. It was true Liza hadn’t had much luck with men. Her outspoken nature and unique style—right now her hair was died an interesting shade of turquoise—intimidated most men. She had vowed to remain single, and Riley thought she might join her.

				Derek had left town right after the committee had handed down his suspension. Kate told her he was visiting family and taking care of some business during his time off. She had hoped to speak with him before he left, but he hadn’t returned to Highland Springs. With all his belongings removed from Virginia’s house, it appeared he had no intention of returning. Sadness threatened to overtake her with the thought she might never see him again. It was probably what he wanted. Between her tainted past and the fact that he could have been killed because of her, he obviously wanted to put as much distance between the two of them as possible. 

				A cold shiver shook Riley’s body as she remembered being tied up in the basement after Derek’s limp body rolled down the stairs. She occasionally had nightmares about it, but usually it was she who killed Tyler in her dreams. If only she had been the one to do it.

			

			
				Her testimony at Derek’s hearing had been nerve shattering as she recalled his actions. He had shielded her from Tyler and got her safely out of the house. He’d suffered a concussion, and while still under its effects had wrestled the weapon away from Tyler and killed him. He was a hero in her eyes. Cody had done terrible things, including deluding Riley into thinking he actually cared about her. If she ever got the chance, she would tell Derek how much she appreciated all he’d done for her.

				“You still want me to help you move on Sunday, right? I recruited Travis to help. He’s bringing his pickup. I think your furniture will fit in it, don’t you?” Liza asked as she pulled two more blooms from the bucket.

				The day after Derek’s hearing, Riley decided to move into the house on Juniper, one block from Virginia’s. She had been staying with Liza and was anxious to move back to town where she could walk to work and visit with her old neighbors. Although she would never let on, she knew Virginia had called Maggie, Kate, and Liza the day they ate pie in her kitchen. It seemed a little suspicious that all three women had rushed over at the same time, demanding Riley’s help with something. But thank goodness they had. If it weren’t for Virginia’s sneakiness, she would have been long gone.

				Once again, the tinny sound of the bell announced a new customer. Riley had the bride’s bouquet bundled in her hands and if she laid it down now, she’d have to start all over with the arrangement. Distress must have been marked on her face because Liza hopped off the counter and tossed the carnations back in the bucket.

				“I’ll get it. You hang on to those flowers.” 

				Quiet murmurings carried from the storefront to the back room while she concentrated on wrapping floral tape around the fragrant bundle. She stretched the tape taut, slowly rotating the stems until the flowers were condensed into a thick nosegay. Perfect! Placing the bouquet in a wooden rack, she stepped back to admire her work. White satin ribbon tied in a symmetrical bow would be the finishing touch.

			

			
				“Hey, Riley,” Liza said, popping her blue head in the doorway. “Do you have any of those big mums? You know like the ones you wear at homecoming?”  

				“Football mums?”

				“Yeah. There’s a guy out here who wants a dozen.”

				“Hmm. Well . . .” She wiped her damp hands against her jeans and followed Liza through the doorway which led into the shop. She snatched the flower catalog from a shelf behind the counter and began flipping pages until she found a photo. “We don’t usually have them in stock this time of year.”

				“That’s too bad. My little girl always liked them.” 

				Riley froze in place. The catalog crashed to the floor, slipping from her paralyzed hands as her head jerked up to face the customer whose voice she often heard in her dreams.

				“She liked to pull them out of the leftover flower arrangements in the church and pretend to be a bride walking down the long center aisle.”

				“Daddy!” The word had barely left her mouth when she was gathered into the strong arms of the man she had prayed she would see again someday. Pastor Andy Riley palmed the back of her head and crushed it to his shoulder as uncontrollable tears streamed from her eyes. This couldn’t be happening. It had to be a dream. She wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed just to be sure he was real. She stayed cradled in his arms until he finally broke the connection and held her in front him. The smile on his face was worth all the years of separation. 

				“My heavens, you sure turned out pretty. I knew you would.”

				She viciously swiped the tears from her cheeks, embarrassed what she must look like. Her hair was pulled up in a loose bun, and she wore her usual “uniform”—faded jeans and an old tee shirt. Working with flowers wreaked havoc on a nice wardrobe. The little make-up she wore had probably dripped off her chin by now.

			

			
				“I wish I had known you were coming. I’m a mess.”

				“You’re the best mess I’ve seen in a long time.”

				“What brings you here?”

				“I wanted to see you.”

				“But—” Riley gripped his upper arms. Her knees were knocking and barely able to support her. The shock of seeing the man she considered her father had left her weak and a little dizzy. Without letting go, she led the pastor to a bench sandwiched between two large ferns and surrounded by silk arrangements. She pulled him down beside her, refusing to let go of him.

				“I’m so confused.”

				“That’s understandable. It’s been what, fifteen years?”

				“Sixteen.”

				“Sixteen years. That’s a long time. But I want you to know, I’ve never stopped thinking about you and wondering what happened to you.” 

				Emotion swelled. Her heart was about to burst. He’d never forgotten her, just like she’d never forgotten him. 

				“I’ve wanted to find you for so long, but, well . . . You moved away and—” 

				“Yes, to Florida.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and squeezed affectionately. “I’m so sorry. I wish things could’ve been different.” His jovial smile from earlier gave way to sagging cheeks and a worried brow. Behind his lenses, tears welled in his eyes. “You know we wanted you to be part of our family. But with Lynn’s cancer and everything so uncertain . . .”

				“It’s okay. I understand.” Riley slid her hand around his neck and pulled him into a hug. “It’s okay.”

				“We moved away two months after you left.”

			

			
				“I always wondered.”

				“The kids and I couldn’t stay in that house. Too many memories. I was called to a church in Florida and have been there ever since.”

				Riley gathered his hands in her lap. His being here was so surreal, she was afraid if she let go, he’d disappear in a puff of smoke. 

				“How did you find me?”

				“Your friend found me.”

				She glanced at Liza, who was watching closely from behind the counter, but when she shook her head, Riley became more confused. Who had found him?

				“And I’m so glad he did. I’ve been praying so hard, especially lately.”

				“What friend?”

				“Derek. He called me a couple of weeks ago, even flew down to Florida to meet me. God answered my prayers that day.”

				“Derek?”

				Something made her stand and look through the floral shop display window, where she found him standing on the sidewalk looking through the glass. His lips were pressed together in a slight grin as he raised his hand in a wave.

				“Can you wait here a minute?”

				“Of course, dear.”

				“I’ll be right back. Don’t move.”

				The weakness in her legs was still there, but somehow, she was able to rush outside to find him walking away from the shop. He had made it a half block down the street by the time she burst outside.

				“Where are you going?” she called, running to catch up to him. “Why did you do this?”

				He stumbled backward as if he’d been slapped. He righted himself and tucked his hands deep inside his pockets as he tipped his head down.

			

			
				“I thought you wanted to see him.”

				“But how? I—”

				“I’m sorry if I did something wrong. I didn’t intend—”

				“No. That’s not what I mean. I’m just . . .” She wrapped her hands around his wrists and pulled his hands from his pockets, squeezing them between her own. “I’m just so surprised. I nearly had a heart attack back there.”

				“But a good heart attack, right?” His bashful smile and expectant gaze melted her heart. He had looked for her father, had gone all the way to Florida to bring him to her. How could he possibly think he had screwed up?

				“The best heart attack ever.” She struggled to hold back the tears, but it was impossible. Her voice thickened, and words lodged in her throat. With a deep breath, she was able to push out the words “thank you” in a strangled cry.

				“Riley.” She noticed tears welling in his eyes as he pulled her into his arms. “I’m so sorry. I know you blame me. I had to find a way to make it up to you.”

				She wiggled back far enough to watch an errant tear streak down his face.

				“Blame you? For what?”

				“I shouldn’t have been involved with this investigation. You’ll always think of me as the guy who helped put your brother away for murder. Your only family.”

				“No. Never. You were doing your job. I’m not mad at you.” She lifted on to her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her cheek against his. “I’m the one who needs to apologize.”

				Derek’s deep laugh rumbled through his chest, vibrating against hers. “For what?”

				“I tried to apologize in the hospital, but you were falling asleep. I guess the pain killers . . .”

				“I thought you were there. Everything was so hazy.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek and set her back on the sidewalk, with her shoulders gathered in his hands. “I wanted to talk to you, but I was instructed to steer clear during my suspension.”

			

			
				“I thought you left town to get away from me.”

				“God, no.”

				“I knew you couldn’t hear me—you were in a fog. I hoped to talk to you after the hearing, but I was a mess.”

				“Why should you apologize?”

				“If I had gone with Kate and Virginia like you instructed instead of going back in my house, maybe Tyler wouldn’t have found me. Then you wouldn’t have come in and been hit on the head and tied up and—”

				“I didn’t have to go in. SWAT was waiting to take him out. I wanted to go in the house.”

				“Why?”

				“I wanted to be the one to save you.”

				“Why would you risk your life like that?”

				“Because I love you.”

				As if hit by a sudden gust, Riley stumbled back, blown away by Derek’s words. He loved her? “But I thought—”

				“I know. I was such an ass. I wanted to believe you killed my dad. I was angry you had lied to me about your identity. I felt duped. And when you told me about your past, I pretended to understand, but I didn’t, and you saw right through me. It was easier to treat you like a criminal than admit I couldn’t handle it. It’s just—shit, this isn’t making any sense.”

				“I was mad at you, too, for judging me. But then again, I deserved it.”

				“Absolutely not.” He cupped her face in his hands, and she melted into their warmth. She had missed him so much, feared she’d never get the chance to tell him how sorry she was and how much he meant to her. The way he looked at her, mere inches away, like he was drinking her in, made her stomach do somersaults. “Look, we have a lot to talk about, but right now you need to be with Pastor Riley.”

			

			
				He lowered his hands from her face and intertwined his fingers with hers.

				“Where were you going just now?” she asked, breathless from being so close to Derek again.

				“I thought I’d get an iced coffee.”

				“Would you mind if we joined you? I’d like for you to get to know him.”

				“Hang the closed sign on the door. I’ll get us a table.” He raised her hands to his lips and dropped feather light kisses across her knuckles. She hugged her arms around herself as he crossed the street between traffic. She tilted her head back, her eyes closed to the midday sun. She would remember this moment for the rest of her life. She would never be alone again. Everything she had been through, all the running, hiding, meeting Derek and losing him, facing death at Tyler’s hands, and the worry and fear had brought her to this place. And it had all been worth it.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Epilogue


				Riley sank into Derek’s arms as his mouth captured hers in another time-stopping kiss. He had arrived with a six-pack in one hand and a pizza in the other, and now both were turning lukewarm on top of a stack of boxes. With her back pressed against the front door, he wedged his thigh between her legs and applied glorious pressure while cupping her breasts in his hands. She palmed his rock-hard butt and pressed him tighter to her. He let loose a growl as his tongue delved deeper, and she laughed.

				“Are you laughing at me, woman?” He nibbled her bottom lip as he slipped his hand beneath her tee shirt.

				“Never.” She giggled as he poked and prodded her ticklish ribs. 

				“Have I told you lately I have a thing for redheads?”

				“All redheads?”

				“Nah, just this one.”

				He pressed his nose to hers with a wide grin as he continued tickling her bare skin. She crushed his face between her hands and held his gaze.

				“I’m so happy.” A flash of lightheadedness came over her as his crystal blue eyes became smoky and his smile faded. He brushed the side of her cheek with the back of his hand.

				“That makes two of us.” He confirmed his declaration with a tender kiss and then enveloped her in a hug, holding her as if he would never let her go. 

				After several minutes, he stepped back and pulled her by the hand into her cluttered kitchen, grabbing the beer and pizza on the way.

			

			
				Riley had moved into Arthur’s daughter’s house and still had not taken the time to fully unpack. Between working every day and spending every night wrapped in Derek’s arms, she wasn’t making much headway putting her new home to rights. She vowed this weekend she would unpack and turn this house into a home.

				“Look what came in the mail today.” She held out a thick envelope, and he pulled out a stack of pictures sent by Pastor Riley. Wrapped around the photos of his children and their families was a hand-written note.

				Dear Riley,

				We’re so anxious for you to come visit. Amy is already planning the menu for our reunion dinner. (Did I mention she’s a chef?) Jacob is putting the finishing touches on his pool house and offered to have everyone over for a swim. Jonathan and his wife just moved into a new house and would like you to stay with them. Of course, this led to an argument on where you would stay. I won. You’re staying with me. Thankfully, we all live a few miles from each other, so we can easily be together as a family once again. I announced in church last week that my other daughter was coming for a visit soon, and the whole congregation is excited to meet you. Maybe we can have a wedding ceremony that day. (No pressure, Derek.)

				I enclosed these pictures to tempt you to hurry up and get here. Call me so we can make plans.

				All my love,

				Dad


				“That’s so great. He’s a good guy.” He leafed through the photos and held them out to her. “Which one is Jonathan?”

			

			
				She pointed out each person in the photos, helping Derek to put names with faces. She had spoken with her dad—it still felt strange to say it—every day since he showed up in the shop. With Riley’s move and Maggie on vacation, her trip to Florida was delayed for another week. She wanted Derek to come with her to meet her siblings but doubted he could until he knew his next assignment.

				“So, when are we going?” he asked, startling her out of her thoughts.

				“We? Are you able to go with me?”

				“If you want me to.”

				She set down her beer and wrapped her arms around him. “Of course I want you to! You need to meet everyone.”

				“Then I’m going.”

				“But what about your assignment? I thought everything was up in the air.”

				“Well . . .” He grabbed a beer and her hand and pulled her into the living room where he tugged her down beside him on the couch. He took a long sip as he draped his arm around her shoulder. “Today I tendered my resignation to Bo.”


				“What? You quit the FBI?”

				“Not exactly. I quit the response team.”

				“But why? I thought you loved it.” She was confused and a little worried. If he quit the team under Bo, that meant he was leaving West Virginia. She had hoped he could maintain his position so they could be together.

				“I wouldn’t exactly say I loved it. There were some exciting moments, but I think I’ve had enough excitement. Time to do something different.”

				Why was he wearing a silly smirk on his face? This was bad. He quit the local FBI team, which meant he was moving on—probably back to Washington. She had just moved into a new house and was talking with Maggie about buying Beautiful Blooms. Her life was here in Highland Springs. She had hoped he would stay here with her.

			

			
				“Wh-What are you going to do?”

				“I’ve asked for a transfer. I’m going to put my forensics master’s degree to good use and work at the FBI Criminal Justice Information Services.” He tipped up her chin with his finger, forcing her to look into his glowing eyes. “Only thirty minutes away.”

				“You’re staying?”

				“I’m staying. You think you could get rid of me?”

				Relief like a tidal wave washed over her. Every prayer, every dream was coming true. She threw herself into his arms and peppered his face with kisses. Derek was staying right here with her, no longer working in a dangerous job. 

				“I have a problem though.”

				She stopped her kiss attack long enough to listen.

				“I can’t keep living with Virginia. If I do, I’ll get so fat, I won’t fit through the door. Damn, that woman can cook.”

				“We wouldn’t want that to happen.” She slipped her hands under his shirt and raked her fingers across his washboard stomach. “Hmm. What are we going to do about this?” She nuzzled his neck, dragging her lips down to his shoulder.

				“I was thinking—”

				His suggestion was interrupted by the shrill ring on Riley’s phone. She reluctantly pulled herself away from the tender spot at the base of his neck and checked the screen. It was the women’s abuse network calling.

				“Hello?”

				She jumped to her feet and paced around her living room, weaving between boxes.

				“Uh huh. Sure.”

				Derek shrugged his shoulders, confusion showing on his face. She held up her finger to him as she continued listening to the caller.

				“That’s fine. I haven’t completely unpacked, but the guest room is already made up. I’ll wait up for her. Thanks.”

			

			
				After the call, she plopped back on to the sofa beside Derek.

				“Mind telling me what that was all about?”

				“That was Sarah from the abuse network. She’s sending someone to me tonight.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I’ve volunteered to be part of the network, opening my home to abused women on the run.”

				“Babe, I—” 

				His hesitation sent a twinge of worry down her spine. His brows were furrowed, and his jaw clenched. She could see he didn’t like the idea, but nothing he could say would stop her. She’d been helped by so many others, and it was time she gave back. 

				“I’m so proud of you.”

				“You are?” Another tidal wave slammed into her—stronger than before. She was so relieved.

				“Absolutely. You’ve walked in their shoes. You can help them start a new life. I’m impressed.”

				“Thank you.” 

				Emotion paralyzed her vocal chords. She had so much more she wanted to say but chose instead to fall into his waiting arms.

				“The only thing that worries me is if the guy finds her here. It wouldn’t be safe for you.”

				“It’ll be okay.”

				“No, seriously, this could be really dangerous for you.”

				“I can’t let fear stop me from helping these women.”

				He placed his hands on her shoulders and pushed her away from him. Concern and worry were etched on his face.

				“If something happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do.”


				“What do you suggest then? I can’t back out now.”

				“I think the only thing for you to do is let me move in here. Just because I’m going to be a nerdy science geek from now on doesn’t mean I’ll forget how to handle a firearm. I can protect you and your guests.”

			

			
				His wry grin brought a smile to her face. He was very conveniently wiggling his way deeper into her life—and she was glad of it. 

				“Well . . .” Riley took on a serious tone as she tapped her finger against her chin. “I guess it could work. It would be nice to have some muscle around here, just in case.”

				“That’s what I was thinking.”

				“It might reassure the women, make them feel safer.”

				“Yep.”

				“But where would you sleep? I only have two bedrooms.”

				In a snap, she was flat on her back with him hovering over her.

				“Very funny.”

				“I’m not sure what you mean.” She feigned ignorance as she fought back a laugh.

				“You know exactly where I’ll sleep. With you. Every night. From now on.”

				“But what would my pastor daddy say about us living in sin?” She chuckled as she wiggled her pelvis against his zipper and ran her hands along the waistband of his jeans.

				“We won’t be living in sin.” He gritted his teeth, obviously fighting his rising desire. “Your father will marry us when we go visit.”

				“Get married?”

				“Yes. You’ll be my wife. Riley Bronson. Has a nice ring to it.”

				His wife. Those two simple words were more than her heart could handle. Joyful tingles zipped through her veins. 

				It wasn’t the proposal she’d imagined in her dreams—down on one knee with a diamond gleaming from an open velvet box. It was better.

				“Are you telling me, or are you asking me? Because I don’t respond well to commands.” She fought back a giggle. She’d never known such happiness. This bossy, handsome, wonderful man loved her, wanted to marry her, and start a life together. No more loneliness. No more fear. Smiling sweetly down at her, Derek’s crystal blue eyes were like soft pools. His fingertips grazed her cheek as he declared his intentions to her.

			

			
				“I’m telling you.”

				“Well, okay then.” 

				It was one command she was more than happy to accept.
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