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			Prologue

			The side street he chose to mail the card from was busy, filled with people and hopping businesses. Located in the antiques “district,” if one could call it that, it reminded him of places his ex-wife liked to go and spend his money. He hated the cozy atmosphere and everyone in it on principle.

			As he opened the flap on the blue mailbox and dropped the cards inside, a woman pushing a baby stroller walked by. He gave her a quick once-over, smiling with enough appreciation that she blushed. She smiled back, even looking over her shoulder at him once she was past.

			If you knew I saw you as a piece of meat, that I fantasize about all the ways I could make you bleed, how loud you’d scream when I cut you, I bet you’d run for your life. He kept a pleasant expression on his face as he headed down the sidewalk in the opposite direction.

			He considered the card he’d mailed as he made his way to where he’d parked. He’d waited years to start this game, patiently biding his time until the voice inside his head, the one that drove him, told him was strong enough to win against the man he considered a worthy opponent. Finally, he was ready. He was taking a risk, reaching out like this, but even if they could trace the letter and pinpoint from where it’d been mailed, this street was so busy there was no way anyone would remember him.

			“I hope you’re ready, Chase Hudson. This is going to be our best anniversary yet.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			When he walked into Annie’s Arbor, Richard Chase Hudson II was greeted by warm, humid, slightly earthy air. Thanks to the profusion of blooms and greenery surrounding him, he felt as if he’d walked into a cultivated jungle.

			Annie Tucker, the shop’s owner, looked up with a smile. “Chase! What brings you in here?”

			She set aside the book she’d been reading and stood to stretch, the move only emphasizing her petite frame. Annie had been friends with Chase’s sister Beth since high school. Together, she, Beth, and Lauren Clark made up what Chase teasingly referred to as the “troublesome trio.”

			Although they had long been friendly, his and Annie’s relationship had really developed from “casually friendly” into “good friends” late last year after Beth left for rehab. Lauren had married Annie’s half brother, Charlie Clark, last fall as well. While Lauren’s marriage was a good thing, the circumstances around Beth’s departure had been a bit of a traumatic shock for everyone—she’d been shot, and she’d ended up needing inpatient treatment for PTSD related to the shooting.

			Additionally, Chase’s best friend, Ethan Moore—now his brother-in-law—had gone away to rehab for alcohol addiction. Ethan and Beth had been newly involved at the time, and the strain on the entire Hudson family had been enormous.

			With their circle of friends so disrupted, Chase and Annie had both been a little lost. It had seemed natural to commiserate with each other. As a result, they’d grown close, and Chase felt they both had come to rely on their friendship more than they wanted to admit.

			In a town the size of Leroy, two well-known members of the opposite sex didn’t associate with each other as often as they did without causing comments. Everywhere they went, they were greeted by sly smiles and knowing glances. Almost overnight, rumors were flying—even within the Hudson family.

			Chase tried to pretend they didn’t matter, but more often than not, he and Annie either left town if they were having dinner out or stayed in at her apartment or his condo. Neither of them had broached the subject of the rumors or the actual status of their relationship.

			He knew why he didn’t want to bring it up, and he had suspicions about her reluctance as well. He’d long since acknowledged to himself that he felt a powerful attraction to her on multiple levels. He knew that someday soon they were going to have to deal with the subject, but until that moment came, he was perfectly content to pretend ignorance.

			“I’m here to ask you a huge, huge favor,” he said. He came up to the counter and settled down on one of the stools she kept for customers, then picked up the book she’d been reading. “Pharaoh’s Dream. That sounds interesting. Historical?”

			“You could say that, I suppose.” She pursed her lips as he flipped the book over and read the blurb on the back cover.

			His eyebrows shot up to his hairline, and he felt his face heat. The book was a collection of steamy romantic tales about an Egyptian pharaoh’s harem. He quickly put down the book. “Oh. Well. Okay.” When he caught her gaze, he squirmed. “So, moving on…”

			“Not so fast, Counselor. There’s one particular passage you might be interested in.” She picked up the book to thumb through it. “Get it? Passage? ‘The concubine ran her hands up the pharaoh’s thighs with a light, practiced movement. She could see his excitement as his cheeks flushed, and his male member—’”

			Chase closed the book before she could finish the sentence. He glared at her, trying to keep a stern face. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you that reading that sort of thing will stunt your growth?” Flustered, it was all he could come up with on the spur of the moment.

			Her laughter rang throughout the shop, the sound drawing her assistant, Stephanie, from the back room. When she saw Chase, she waved, then returned to the other room.

			“Is that why I’m only five-three? Come on, you know you’re dying to find out what his male member did.” Her grin was irrepressible.

			Chase groaned as he rested his head in his hand. “God help me. What did I do to deserve this?”

			She picked up a pamphlet from the stack beside the register and smacked him with it. “You came in here, remember? I was taking a hard-earned break, relaxing after being on my feet all day long, slaving over hot roses…” With a dramatic hand across her brow, she sank back on her seat. “So really, what’s up? I didn’t expect to see you today. I thought you had court.” She gently tugged at his tie.

			Chase caught her hand before she could accidentally strangle him, and he released it with reluctance. “I did have court. It let out early. No, I’m here to ask a favor.”

			She cocked an eyebrow. “You mentioned that. Go on.”

			He hesitated. “I hate to ask this. I should probably ask Jason.” But his brother was busy with his job as a sheriff’s deputy and a rapidly intensifying romance that took up most of his spare time. Plus, Annie was closer to the situation. That was why Chase wanted to ask her for help. He just hated to impose.

			“Tsk, tsk now. You can’t leave me curious like that.”

			He sat back down when she waggled a finger at him. “That’s dangerous, you know. One of these days, you’re liable to lose that finger. I need a cat-sitter for a few days.”

			“Seriously?” Annie asked. “Where are you going?”

			“There’s a legal conference in Vegas. Actually, I should have attended the last few they’ve had, but I skipped out. This time Gordon found out about it, and he ‘volunteered’ me for two panel discussions.”

			“So Gordon’s going too? Interesting.”

			Galen Gordon was a former classmate of Chase’s from law school, now an FBI agent based in Louisville, Kentucky. The men had reconnected last fall after being out of touch for a handful of years, and Gordon had become one of the gang, hanging out with the Hudsons and their assorted friends and family on weekends and holidays.

			“He is. Annie, I hate to ask. I really do. But with everything that’s been going on lately, I need a break. I’m going to pull my hair out if I don’t get some breathing room soon.”

			“Hmmm, and it’s such nice, silky hair too,” she mused. She propped her chin on her hand and eyed him. “How long? And when?”

			“Next Thursday through the following Monday or Tuesday. I know it’s short notice. If you don’t mind, I’d rather you came to my house than try to bring Murphy here. I don’t even want to think about what he could do to your apartment. There’s no way I can leave him alone.”

			Murphy was a ten-pound ball of mischievous, loving insanity. While he didn’t hate the creatures, Chase had never been what one could consider a cat person. He just preferred dogs. But Murphy had shown up last fall when everything was going to hell, clearly destined to become Chase’s cat.

			Adding the small creature to his life had been a big adjustment. As it turned out, Murphy had several… idiosyncrasies, to put it politely. Amongst those, he hated being left alone, a lesson Chase had learned the hard way. Shortly after Chase had gotten the cat, he’d gone away for one of his usual weekends out of town.

			When he came home, he found a terribly sick Murphy and a house that looked as though it had been hit by a tornado. Murphy had undergone emergency surgery, as the digestive tract of a petite cat wasn’t designed to process an entire roll of paper towels, a couple dollars’ worth of loose change, and half a Christmas gift bow.

			Chase, afraid to leave him alone again and reluctant to board him, had been stuck ever since.

			“What do you think?” he asked Annie now.

			She pursed her lips. “I could probably do that. So tell me, where was it you went the weekend Murphy tried to tear your condo down? You never did say.”

			“Well, in all the excitement, it didn’t come up.” He ignored her question and smiled noncommittally, hoping she’d let him off the hook.

			She narrowed her eyes. “Humph. All these mysterious trips out of town you’ve made over the years… you know the speculation is that you have some secret harem tucked away somewhere, right? All the more reason for you to read this book.” She tapped the cover.

			Chase shifted uncomfortably and crossed his arms. No force on the planet would make him tell her the truth—that most of those weekends had been spent doing legal or genealogical research, sleeping alone in anonymous hotel rooms. Unless their relationship changed drastically, that was a secret he would keep. He’d worked hard to build the reputation she referenced, and he wasn’t about to give up the truth now. “A gentleman never tells.”

			With a low growl and a roll of her eyes, she gave up. “Okay, fine. And no, my apartment hasn’t been Murphy-proofed, that’s for sure. I can bring my books and take some bubble baths in that big tub I’ve heard you bragging about.”

			He scowled. “Yeah, that big tub I had to put in because my neurotic cat knocked a pail of litter into the old one and punched a hole in it? And what do you mean ‘bragging’?”

			“Well, bragging sounds better than pouting,” she said with a sassy grin as the front door opened and two customers came in. “Although one is closer to the truth than the other. I’d be glad to babysit for you. Remind me this weekend, and we’ll go over some things.”

			Chase captured her hands and bowed. “Thank you, thank you.”

			She laughed. “Just make sure you bring me something big back from Vegas. And hope Murphy doesn’t get too upset about not having his daddy around. If he does, you’ll end up flying home early, panel or no panel.”

			[image: ]

			As it happened, Chase did end up flying home earlier than he’d planned, but not because of anything Murphy had done. Rather, he’d gotten a call from his mother on Saturday afternoon telling him his paternal grandfather had died.

			As he drove through the downpour that had stayed with him all the way from the airport in Louisville, a fine tension settled across his shoulders. It was early Sunday morning, still night really, and his mind kept going back to his mother’s call. The news wasn’t completely unexpected, but it was still upsetting. He couldn’t help feeling some resentment that John Richard Hudson, known to family and friends alike as J.R., had chosen this particular weekend to meet his maker.

			“I finally get out of town, and this happens. Damn it, but I needed to get away, to relax, regain my perspective.” He felt petty even saying it, but there it was.

			It wasn’t that Chase didn’t feel sorrow at the man’s passing, but they hadn’t been close. The relationship between J.R. and Chase’s father, Richard, had been deeply strained, and thus the ones between J.R. and Richard’s children as well. J.R. and Chase had had a bit of a professional relationship, but only because they were both lawyers, not because they were blood kin. Additionally, that he was returning home to what was sure to be a stressful family drama only made Chase’s resentment stronger.

			By the time he pulled into his driveway, the rain had slowed from a downpour to a steady drizzle. As he thought about how difficult the next few days were likely to be, he was tempted to drive away and get lost somewhere. Instead, he sat contemplating his condo.

			The lights were off, and Annie was probably asleep upstairs in his bed. He would crash on the couch, but for a moment, he closed his eyes and allowed himself to imagine what it would be like to unlock the front door, head upstairs, and crawl into bed next to her. To have someone waiting for him, arms and heart open…

			With a reluctant sigh, he abandoned that line of thought and reached for his phone. The last thing he wanted to do was startle or scare her. As he started to dial her number, however, a light came on in one of the upstairs windows. Bag and keys in hand, he headed for the door.

			When he reached the door, he heard a soft, plaintive mewling on the other side.

			“Murphy Smurf, that’s my boy. What was I thinking? I do have someone waiting for me.” Even through his foul mood, he felt the corners of his mouth kick up. As awful as the reasons for his early return were and as miserable as the next week was likely to be, it was still good to be home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Annie wasn’t sure what had awakened her, but she thought Murphy’s excitement might have been what roused her from a fitful sleep. As she came more fully awake, she heard his excited mrr-eow echo down the hall as he headed downstairs. She reached for the lamp beside the bed and called to him.

			“Murphy, it isn’t time for breakfast. Where are you going?” She lay there for another minute to let her eyes adjust to the light, then she heard the slam of a car door. “Oh, that’s it. Daddy’s home.”

			She got up and peeked outside. Sure enough, Chase’s car was sitting in the driveway. She hurried to pull on a pair of lounge pants to go with her sleep top before heading to the top of the stairs, a warm, happy rush going through her at the prospect of seeing Chase again. By that time, he was inside and talking to Murphy, whose purring was audible even at a distance. He greeted the cat with much nearly as much enthusiasm as Murphy was showing for him.

			“Hey, buddy, did you miss me? Yeah? Daddy missed you too.”

			His words were muffled at certain points, which Annie figured meant he was getting nudged by his happy cat. Sure enough, when he appeared in the circle of light at the foot of the stairs, Murphy was cradled in his arms like a baby, rubbing his face on Chase’s chin.

			“Aw, that’s a sweet boy. Yes, he is. Good—” Chase stopped abruptly when he saw Annie at the top of the stairs, his cheeks turning bright red as he cursed under his breath.

			“Don’t stop on my account. I was enjoying watching the mutual love fest.” She snickered at the glare he sent her way and started down the stairs. “You’re home early. I thought you weren’t going to make it until tomorrow.”

			“Yeah, I caught an earlier flight.” He watched as she stopped a few feet up from the bottom. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

			She waved away his words. “I wasn’t sleeping that well. Have you had food?”

			He put Murphy down and straightened, stretching a little. “I picked up a bite at the airport in Minneapolis between flights. I could use something to drink. You want anything?” he asked over his shoulder as he started for the kitchen.

			“Maybe some water.” Annie trailed behind him and accepted a bottle of cold water when he opened the fridge. “Have you talked to your parents?”

			As he poured a glass of juice, Chase sighed. “Briefly. They’re okay, all things considered. You know they didn’t have a great relationship with J.R.”

			She twisted the cap off her water. “I know. That’s why I figure it’s probably going to hit your dad a little harder than people expect. When you have that kind of relationship with someone, it hurts in a different way when you lose it.”

			Chase met her gaze and held it for a moment. “It does. I hope he’ll be okay. He has Mom, and they’re a pretty tough package. So how’s my boy been?”

			He leaned back against the counter, and Murphy jumped up beside him. Downing the juice quickly, Chase set the glass aside and scooped up the cat, cradling him in one arm as he scratched his belly.

			“He’s been a little lonely, definitely missing Daddy,” Annie said with a soft smile as Murphy twisted so that he could curl his paws around Chase’s arm in what passed for a cat hug. “But he’s been pretty good otherwise.”

			“And the tub? Was it to your liking?”

			She studied her fingernails and faked a nonchalant attitude. “Well, I might possibly be planning to call a plumber next week and see how much it would cost me to have one installed in the loft. I mean, it’s an okay tub if you like bathtubs.” She sent Chase a grin that didn’t last long. “You look tired.”

			“I am. I don’t think I’ve gotten more than five hours’ sleep any night I’ve been away.”

			“Ooh, Counselor, sounds like Vegas was fun.” She winced. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say that. Not given the circumstances.”

			“You’re fine. That’s part of our friendship, you know that—we can say anything to each other without judgment. And Vegas was… interesting. Lawyers, booze, casinos, and so forth. Mostly, Gordon and I hung out with the geeks and talked. Again, lawyers and booze. Good Lord, we can chatter on like gossipy old hens.”

			She laughed. “You said it, not me. Although I feel compelled to go on the record and state that you and Gordon are the two of the least geeky men I know.”

			He grinned. “Do tell.”

			“I already did, thank you very much. So you probably want to get to bed.” She yawned. “I’ll grab a blanket and pillow and take the couch.” She turned to leave the kitchen.

			Still carrying Murphy, he followed on her heels. “I don’t think so. I’ll take the couch. You don’t honestly expect me to run you out of bed, do you? My mother would have my hide if I did something like that.”

			“Are you planning on telling her?” Annie stopped on the first step and turned, giving him a quick head-to-toe assessment. “Darlin’, you won’t fit on that couch comfortably. Not to sleep, at any rate. You’re too tall.”

			“Well, I’m not taking the bed, so that leaves the couch. Besides, it’s a very comfortable couch.” His smirk was triumphant and smug as he put Murphy on the floor.

			Annie’s words wiped the smile right off his face. “I guess I could head home, but it’s three in the morning, and it’s raining. So you’re stuck with me for tonight. If you aren’t taking the bed and you won’t let me take the couch, that leaves one option. We’ll have to share the bed.”

			Not waiting for his response, she turned and headed back upstairs. By the time she reached the top, he was still at the bottom, jaw on the floor.

			She tried to not let his reaction bother her. “Oh, for pity’s sake, Hudson, we’re adults. We’re tired. Come to bed. I promise I won’t jump you as soon as you lay your head down.”

			Chase grunted as he picked up his bag and started climbing. “Okay, but don’t let this get out. I have a reputation to protect, you know.”

			She snorted. “Your reputation could only be enhanced by such a rumor. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty sure everyone in town who knows our names already thinks we’re doing the dirty deed, so it’s probably a few months too late for saving either of our reputations. We might as well enjoy it.”

			She actually heard Chase’s gulp, and she inwardly cursed her stupid tongue. Their teasing had developed a tense edge recently, and she knew well that the tension had its roots in attraction. Ignoring her growing feelings for him was becoming harder than she’d ever imagined it would be.

			“So do you want to know what I brought you?” he asked as they reached the bedroom.

			She turned, stunned. “You didn’t have to bring me anything, and you know it. But if you went to the trouble of getting me a present, then yes, please. Hand it over.” She winked to temper her words.

			He set his bag on the bed and opened it, then pulled out a tastefully wrapped package a little smaller than a shirt box. “Here you go.”

			Annie felt her cheeks heat, and she barely prevented herself from squealing like a schoolgirl. You’re being ridiculous, you know. “Ooh, it’s heavier than it looks. I figured it was an ‘I Love Vegas’ shirt.” She gave the present a gentle shake as she sat on the bed to open it.

			“Why do women do that?” he asked with a small yawn as he moved his bag to the floor and went into the closet. He came back out with a T-shirt and pair of shorts and watched as she carefully unwrapped the box. “It isn’t like the paper’s made of gold, you know. I didn’t even take that long to wrap it.”

			“I know, but the unwrapping is part of it.” When she lifted the lid to reveal the contents, for a suspended moment, she couldn’t believe her eyes. Suddenly wide awake, she raised her gaze to his. “How did you get this?” Her tone was reverent as she lifted the hardback book out of the box. “It isn’t due to be released for another week and a half.”

			Chase shrugged. “The author’s husband happened to be one of the attorneys at the conference. One of the geeks, no less. We all had dinner together Friday night, and I recognized her name from hearing you rave about her books. I mentioned that you were a fan, and she gave me that.”

			Annie knew her eyes were huge, but she couldn’t help it. “You had dinner with her? Honest to God sat down and ate with her?”

			Before he could do much more than nod, she jumped off the bed and dashed to him. She threw her arms around him and squealed, unable to hold back her excitement.

			“Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you,” she said, dancing in place as she squeezed his waist. “Oh, my God. I can’t believe it!” She pulled back and turned the book over to gaze at the back cover.

			Chase smiled. “You might want to look inside.”

			When his words registered, she quickly flipped to the front of the book. There, on one of the blank pages, the author had inscribed a personalized note. 

			To Annie – the kind of reader who makes every bit of this labor worthwhile. The depth of enjoyment Chase described that you experience from reading my work keeps me going through the hard days. With warmest regards—

			It was signed with a flourish.

			To her surprise, she felt the sting of tears. “I swear I don’t know when someone has gotten me something that means more. I can’t believe you got this. Thank you.”

			He cleared his throat and gave her a quick hug, then headed to the bathroom. “I’m glad you like it. I’m going to go change clothes.”

			“Okay,” she said softly, her eyes still on the book as she ran a hand over the dust jacket.

			When the door closed behind him, she gave in and held the book to her chest. As she did, she caught a whiff of his cologne, presumably from when he’d wrapped it. Drawing in a deep breath, she closed her eyes at the familiar scent.

			When she’d told him that it meant more than anything she could think of, she was serious. It surprised her that Chase was so familiar with her reading habits. With great reluctance, she walked over to the chair that held her clothes for tomorrow and laid the book on top of them. She was sorely tempted to read it now, but she was tired, and she knew Chase was as well.

			“I can’t believe he paid such close attention, Murphy,” she told the cat as she got in bed. “What do you think it means?”

			The gift touched her deeply. She’d been teased quite a bit over the years about her voracious reading habits, so now she only let those closest to her see how much enjoyment she derived from books. That Chase cared enough to pay attention wasn’t expected, and it caused something to shift inside her.

			She wasn’t planning to examine her feelings too closely, not tonight and definitely not here. Maybe not anywhere if she could continue to avoid such introspection. That was something she’d learned not to do with Chase. Too close of an examination could lead to revelations she wasn’t sure she was prepared to handle.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			When Annie’s phone rang at seven o’clock on Sunday morning, she had to untangle herself from Chase’s limbs in order to answer it. To her relief, he seemed oblivious and just rolled over at the disturbance.

			“Hello?”

			“Annie? It’s Jason. Are you still at Chase’s?” There was an urgency in Chase’s brother’s voice that set off an alarm in her head.

			“I am.” Still disoriented, she sat up. “Why? Do you need to talk to him? He’s here. What’s going on?”

			“No. Hold on a second.” There was a lot of noise in the background, and she heard him tell someone that she was okay. “I’m back.”

			“What’s going on, Jason?”

			“I’m downtown. There’s a fire in the block where your shop is. They’re trying to contain it, but it doesn’t look good. I wanted to make sure you were safe. I’m sorry.”

			“What?” For a moment, she sat there, stunned, then she moved toward the side of the bed. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

			As she got to her feet, Chase rolled over. “What’s wrong?”

			“There’s a fire downtown.” She snatched up her clothes from the chair.

			Before she made it to the bathroom, he was sitting up on the side of the bed. “Say what? There’s a fire?” he asked, his voice husky with sleep.

			“Yes. That was Jason,” she told him over her shoulder. “It’s in the block where the shop is, and it’s spreading. I’ve got to get down there.”

			She closed the bathroom door. When she came out a couple of minutes later, he was emerging from the closet, zipping up a pair of jeans.

			“I’ll drive.” He scooped his keys and wallet from the dish on the dresser, and within a couple of minutes, they were on their way downtown. As he drove, he asked, “Is that all you know? That there’s a fire?”

			“That’s all Jason said. God, I hope they can stop it before it does too much damage.”

			The traffic going into downtown Leroy was practically nonexistent, and they reached the square in less than five minutes. As they circled the roundabout next to the courthouse, Annie’s heart sank.

			Flames were shooting from the second-story windows in the building next to her shop. It housed a real estate company and a small magic shop. The three-story building on the other side of the magic shop, on the opposite end of the block from Annie’s Arbor, had partially collapsed and appeared to be a total loss.

			“Oh, no.”

			She felt as much as heard Chase’s indrawn breath. That heavily damaged building had housed his family’s law firm for over fifty years. Even though he had his own separate practice, coming on the heels of J.R.’s death, the destruction was a particularly cruel blow.

			“Oh, Chase. I’m sorry,” she said, laying a hand on his arm.

			He shook his head as he parked on the side of the square opposite the burning buildings, in front of the offices of the Olman County Journal. “What a damned mess of a week.”

			They didn’t speak as they hurried across the park in the middle of the square. Several people were milling around, watching the fight to save the buildings. Annie recognized most of them as the owners of the businesses that lined the town square.

			“There’s Jason and your uncle John.” She pointed toward a picnic table in the middle of the park.

			Chase ushered her in that direction, not stopping to talk with anyone on the way. As they approached, she saw that both John Hudson and Jason wore grim expressions, but Jason’s relaxed slightly when he saw them.

			“Hey. It isn’t looking good, Annie. I’m so sorry.” He gave her a hug then did the same with Chase. “Good to have you home. When did you get in?”

			“Early this morning.” Chase accepted John’s hand. “Any idea what happened?”

			The older man spread his hands. “No. You know we’ve been renovating the offices. The fire chief speculated that might have something to do with it, but he won’t know for sure until they can get in there. They’re hoping they can stop the fire before it spreads to your shop, Annie. I’m glad you weren’t in there this morning.”

			She acknowledged his words with a small, strained smile. “So am I. It hasn’t been a good week, has it? I was so sorry to hear about your father, John.”

			“Thank you.”

			“How’s Grandmother holding up?” Chase asked.

			John moved to sit on the picnic table with a groan, his eyes going back to the fire as though drawn there. “You know how she gets. It’s hard to tell. Olivia and I have stayed with her since it happened. Sometimes she seems fine, and other times she’s lost. I don’t think it’s really sunk in yet that Dad’s gone.”

			The three men exchanged a look full of unspoken concern. Ethel Hudson wasn’t an easy woman on a good day. Now that J.R. was gone, how she would respond was anyone’s guess, but it would certainly be an uncomfortable time for everyone.

			For several minutes, no one spoke as they watched the firefighters work with ladders and heavy streams of water.

			“You know, if this had to happen, now is probably as good a time as ever,” John mused as Annie sat beside him.

			She frowned. “How so?”

			“Well, we moved all the records out of the building and into the temporary offices while the foundation was being fixed and the new filing system was installed. Those files are the most important things in the office. Essentially, they’re the practice more than anything—other than the people. Losing them would be devastating.

			“Plus, you weren’t home when the fire started, and none of the other apartments are occupied right now. Who knows what might have happened? If this had started at any other time, the loss could have been much worse than what it’s going to be.” He sighed. “I don’t know if Sammy’s going to feel as lucky. This will be another hard blow for her.”

			Sammy Bolen, the mayor’s wife, owned the real estate company. Last fall, their young son, Taylor, had been killed in a car accident that had left her brother-in-law, Reese Bolen, paralyzed from the waist down.

			“It’s a damned shame, that’s for sure.” Chase inclined his head at Jason. “Let’s go see if we can get an update.”

			Annie rubbed her arms as she watched them walk away. “The last few months haven’t been easy for a lot of people in this town.”

			“No,” John agreed. “They haven’t. And somehow, I don’t think it’s going to get any easier in the weeks to come.”

			“I know it has to be especially difficult for you, watching this, and of all the times… anyhow, I’m really sorry.”

			“It hasn’t been a great week—that’s a fact. It could have been worse, however, so I’ll take the blessings where I find them. If Dad was still here, this would do him in. At least he didn’t have to see this.”

			She swiped at her eyes. “At least there’s that.” She’d owned Annie’s Arbor for seven years, and watching it smolder, knowing she was going to lose everything, was tearing her apart. She wasn’t terribly sentimental so far as things were concerned, but she did have possessions in the apartment over the store that would be hard to replace. “Like you said, the files and the people are the important pieces. Everything else is just stuff.”

			He patted her shoulder, then squeezed it softly. “We’ll rebuild.”

			“Yes, we will.”

			But God, it was hard, watching the dream die. She had insurance, all her records were electronic and stored in the cloud, and she had a lot of friends in the community. But it wasn’t their livelihood being destroyed, it was hers, and for now, all she could do was watch and grieve.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“Have you talked to Mom and Dad this morning?” Chase asked as he and Jason walked toward the fire chief.

			“Yep. They’re on their way down, actually. What a week. I’m sorry your trip got cut short.”

			Chase shoved his hands in his pockets. “Is what it is. Are you coming off duty or going on?”

			Jason was still in uniform. “Coming off.”

			They both jumped at a loud crack, and a yell went up from the firefighters as the roof of the second building collapsed.

			Chase looked back at Annie, who was staring at the destruction, her hand over her mouth. “Damn it. They aren’t going to be able to save her shop, you know.”

			“I know. As hard as this next little while is going to be for the Hudsons, the next several weeks will be harder for her,” Jason said. “I’m not sure your arrival this morning is going to help.”

			Chase scowled. “What do you mean?”

			His brother met his gaze straight on. “You two seemed awfully cozy when you showed up.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Look, I love Annie to death. I’m glad you have whatever it is you have with her even though you continue to deny there’s anything there. She’s good for you, and I think you’re good for her, but I don’t want to see either of you hurt. All these months, you’ve been swearing there was nothing between you but friendship, but now? You show up here together, and it’s pretty obvious you both just rolled out of bed. If you think I’m the only one who’s noticed, you’d better think again. Take a look-see around.”

			Chase did that, his hands on his hips, irritation building as he surveyed the people in the park. While most of them were watching the fire, more than a handful were keeping close tabs on them. “Ah, shit, come on. You know she’s been babysitting Murphy. Besides, it isn’t anybody’s business if she spent the night at my place or not.”

			“I know that. But as much as we tease you and Annie about it, I know the gossip bothers you both.”

			His gaze snapped back to Jason’s. “Why? What has she said about it?”

			Jason grinned lazily. “Not a thing. I wanted to see how touchy you were.”

			“Ass. Tell me this—why is our private life suddenly a problem?”

			Jason grew serious. “It isn’t. I only wanted you to be prepared. Showing up here together like you did is probably going to start a new batch of rumors. And warn Annie, okay? Most everyone is watching you two with bated breath, enjoying the chase, if you will. But not everyone is pleased you’ve been so effectively taken off the market. For what it’s worth, I think the two of you are a good match and you should get on with the public romance already, before we’re all old geezers on walkers.”

			“Off the market? What am I, a slab of meat?” Chase huffed, relieved to have his brother’s support even if he wasn’t willing to admit it. “And who says I’m off the market?”

			Jason slapped his shoulder. “Oh, big brother, every move you make these days tells the world.”
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			When the second roof collapsed, Annie’s heart fell into her shoes.

			“Oh, God,” she whispered. “It’s all going to go up.”

			She made a concerted effort to tear her gaze away from the burning buildings, and when she did, she saw Charlie Clark jogging toward them, concern etched on his face.

			She was still getting used to the idea of Charlie being her brother. He and Annie had only started talking since he’d become involved with Lauren. As Annie was the result of an affair their father had conducted with her mother while still married to Charlie’s mother, their relationship had been difficult in the beginning.

			John stood. “I see Richard and Jackie. I’m going to go meet them. Hang in there and let me know if you need anything.”

			“You do the same.” She turned toward Charlie as he reached her table, out of breath, his hair standing a bit on end.

			“Thank God.” He enveloped her in a hard hug. “Are you okay?”

			Tears pricked her eyes, and she had to clear her throat. “I’m fine. I don’t know about the shop. Lauren didn’t come down here, did she?”

			He huffed and sat beside her. “No way. She wanted to, but I managed to talk her out of it… barely.” Lauren was eight months pregnant with their first child. As he spoke, his phone rang. “That’s her. Hey, honey. No, she’s right here. She’s okay. Hang on.” With a rueful smile, he handed Annie the phone.

			“Hello?”

			“Oh, Annie. Are you hurt?”

			“No, I’m okay. I wasn’t home. I was still at Chase’s.” She didn’t miss the frown Charlie shot in her direction. “It doesn’t look good for the shop, and this whole block… it doesn’t look good.”

			“That’s what I’ve heard. Janet’s on her way down to open The Brown Bag so we can get water and things to people.”

			“I’m sure that’ll be appreciated, but I don’t know if the power’s still on. I imagine they turned it off.”

			“Probably, but you know us—we have to try.”

			They spoke for another minute, then Annie handed the phone back to Charlie. After he hung up, he held on to it, frowning, his eyes on Chase and Jason as they walked back toward the picnic table.

			“When did he get home?” he asked.

			“Very early this morning or very late last night depending on how you look at it,” Annie said. “Why?”

			He scowled. “I just wondered.”

			It took her a minute to connect the dots, and when she did, she gave him a gentle shove. “I’m a big girl, you know. I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing so for a number of years now.”

			He made a face. “I know. I just… I guess I worry. You’re my sister. I’ve never had a sister to worry about before.”

			“Chase and I are friends,” Annie said quietly. “That’s all.”

			With a sigh, Charlie put his arm around her shoulders and drew her close. “That’s kind of a shame. I do like Chase. And I know it isn’t any of my business—I simply don’t want to see you get hurt.”

			Chase and Jason reached them a minute later, as did their parents, Jackie and Richard.

			“Oh, honey, I’m so glad you’re okay. How bad is it? Do they know?” Jackie asked as she hugged Annie, then turned to Chase. “When did you get in?”

			“About three this morning. The chief says it looks like they’ve slowed it down, but you’re going to have some pretty heavy damage regardless, Annie.”

			“How heavy?” she asked unsteadily. When Chase winced, she whimpered. “That bad, huh? Oh, God. I was afraid of that.” She drew in a deep breath, feeling sick. Charlie reached out to her, and she grasped his hand tightly.

			Jackie perched beside her on the table’s edge, rubbing Annie’s shoulder. “Take some deep breaths, slow and steady. That’s a girl. However bad it is, we’ll work it out.”

			Annie accepted the tissue Jackie handed her, straightening slowly. “Sorry about that.”

			“Hush. You can come stay with us until you get things straightened out,” Charlie offered.

			“Or…” Chase frowned when Charlie shot him a glare, then he continued asking his parents, “What about the guesthouse at your place? Now that Beth’s moved out, it’s just sitting there.”

			Jackie agreed. “That’s exactly what I was thinking. You’d have privacy, and it’s furnished. No offense, Charlie.”

			“None taken,” Charlie assured her. He turned to Annie. “I want to make sure you know you’re welcome to stay with us.”

			Annie was touched. “Thank you, all of you. Charlie, I can’t move in with you guys. You’re getting ready to have a baby. You don’t need me there right now.”

			“It’s a big house. There’s plenty of room.”

			She turned toward Jackie. “Are you sure you’re comfortable offering the guesthouse? I’d pay rent like a regular tenant.”

			“That’s not necessary,” Richard said. “Take care of the utilities while you’re there, and we’ll call it fair.”

			She shook her head. “No. If I move in, I want to pay rent and have a lease. I won’t take advantage of you all like that. Chase, could you draw it up?”

			He shrugged. “Sure, wouldn’t take that long to do. You guys settle the details and let me know what you want to do.”

			“It wouldn’t feel right charging you rent,” Jackie said. “Not with you having to close the shop until it’s fixed.”

			Annie wasn’t about to budge. “No. I have insurance, and I’m not a pauper. If I didn’t do things properly, I’d feel like I was sponging off of you guys.” She named a dollar amount. “We could do a month-to-month lease if that’s okay.”

			Richard and Jackie exchanged a glance, and Richard lifted his hands, palms up. “Sounds like we have a tenant then. But knock a hundred off that rent.”

			Annie started to protest, but seeing that he was as determined to have his way as she was, she gave in and stuck out her hand instead. “Sounds like you do, Dr. H.”

			By the time the fire was under control two hours later, the damage to Annie’s Arbor was extensive. Contrary to the chief’s optimistic words, they hadn’t been able to stop it before it spread into her shop and apartment. Not long after, Lauren showed up, despite Charlie’s admonishments, and joined them in the middle of the square.

			“Let’s get your stuff from Chase’s, and you come home with Charlie and me for a couple of days. Please?” Lauren asked.

			“I don’t know. Do you really think you’re up for that?”

			Lauren leveled a stern look at her. “Absolutely.”

			“We’ll figure this out, kiddo,” Charlie said. “Let us take care of you for a day or two? Then you can go back to being stubborn and independent. What do you say?”

			Annie whimpered. “I say get me out of here, please. We can argue about me staying with you later. Right now, I only want to curl up and sleep.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Chase was stuck in front of his bathroom mirror on Tuesday morning, trying to focus on mundane things instead of the bigger picture—for instance, tying his tie, something he’d done a thousand times. But this morning, he couldn’t get the two sides to meet up in a suitable knot.

			When Murphy jumped onto the counter to bat at the ends for what felt like the hundredth time, he snapped. After scooping up the cat, he walked to the bed and gently dropped him in the middle. Before he could budge, Chase threw the corner of the blanket over the cat to keep him occupied, then he hurried back into the bathroom and closed the door with a muttered curse.

			Murphy’s distraction lasted about thirty seconds, then he was at the door, yowling loudly enough to convince strangers he was dying.

			“For crying out loud, cat, shut up! I’ll be out in a minute, okay?”

			Human footsteps sounded.

			“What’s wrong, Murph? Do you want me to let him in?” Jason asked through the door.

			Chase groaned. “No, I want two minutes of peace to tie this damned tie. Can you take him downstairs? Please?”

			“Sure. Come on, Murphy Smurf. Let’s see if we can get you some kibble.”

			After they were gone, Chase leaned against the countertop and counted to twenty. Gazing at the sink, he realized he was being irrational and did his best to rein in his temper. It was just that he hated funerals with a passion. The last one he had attended was for his maternal grandmother, Grace Olman. Before that? He’d witnessed the burial of his college girlfriend, Kiely Turner.

			Even thinking about his Kiely’s disappearance and murder made his skin crawl. Attending her memorial service had left deep scars, as deep as their relationship itself had, and he couldn’t attend a service now without reliving that time to some extent. If he never had to attend another funeral, it would be too soon, but unfortunately, there was no way of avoiding this one.

			“It’s only a few hours, Hudson. You can do it,” he told himself.

			When he regained enough control to manage the tie, he straightened and finished getting ready, then headed downstairs to the kitchen, where he could hear Jason talking. He stopped in the doorway as a welcome wave of amusement came over him.

			“Dude, your cat is as weird as you are,” his brother said as he munched on a carrot. “Did you teach him this trick?”

			Murphy was on the counter, sitting up on his back legs with the remnants of a baby carrot clenched between his front paws. He was gnawing away at the tip, a strange purring growl coming from his throat.

			Chase smiled. “No, he figured that out himself.”

			“He startled me pretty good. I gave him some cat food and grabbed a handful of carrots for myself. Next thing I know, he’s practically climbing me to get to them. Does he think he’s a rabbit or something?”

			“God alone knows what goes through this cat’s brain. You aren’t supposed to be on the counters, buddy. You know that.”

			Chase moved to put Murphy down, but the cat darted away, jumping onto the other side of the island to scurry under the table. He growled toward them around the carrot, which he resumed gnawing.

			Jason watched the whole scene in amazement. “Okay, then. Glad you had Annie babysit instead of me. No offense to the orange guy, but he’s a little too weird for my comfort level.”

			“I get that a lot.” Chase rolled his shoulders. “You ready to face the music?”

			“No, but it’s time to go anyhow. It sounds horrible, I know, but I want to get this over with.”

			Chase locked the door and headed for his car. “It may sound horrible, yes, but I feel the exact same way.”
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			The funeral itself was fairly uneventful, if long and somewhat drawn-out. Once everyone had gathered at J.R. and Ethel’s home, however, that was when the real “fun” began.

			At precisely three o’clock, two hours after the wake had started, Ethel Chase Hudson got to her feet in the middle of the crowded formal living room and cleared her throat.

			Chase, who was standing in the corner talking to Ethan and Sheriff Wyatt Dixon, groaned. “Here we go.”

			“We have family business to discuss, and those of you not related by blood or marriage within one generation need to leave immediately. Thank you for coming,” Ethel stated bluntly. “John, Richard, make sure these people are out of my house within fifteen minutes. I will be resting in my room.”

			Stunned silence filled the foyer as she stomped off down the hall, the tip of her cane punctuating each step.

			“Mother Ethel, please wait,” John’s wife, Olivia, pleaded as she hurried after Ethel.

			“I don’t want to hear it, Olivia. This is my house, and I make the rules.”

			“But, Mother Ethel…” Olivia’s hushed voice faded as she and Ethel disappeared around the corner.

			“Sorry, folks. The boss has spoken,” John said dryly. “Thank you all for coming.”

			He exchanged a tired look with Richard, and they started herding the guests toward the front door while making their apologies.

			“Think that’s all the trouble she’s going to make?” Ethan asked as Wyatt excused himself.

			Chase slapped him on the shoulder. “Newbie. One can hope, but don’t hold your breath. She’s just getting started.”

			Unfortunately, Chase wasn’t wrong.

			While most of the family was gathered in the den for the reading of the will, Ethel turned toward Chase. “Well, boy, it is time you got married and had children. You have had ample time to get over that little tramp you dated in college. You are the only one of my grandchildren worth acknowledging, and carrying on the Hudson line is up to you. I have several candidates in mind.” And right there, despite the daggers Chase was glaring at her, she started naming names. “Choose two or three. We’ll sort them out.”

			Shocked silence filled the den for a full minute as everyone stared. Even for Ethel, this was beyond the pale.

			Finally, Chase spoke, holding on to his temper by a thread. “Excuse me, Grandmother, but I couldn’t have heard you right.”

			She waved at him, brushing off his words. “Of course you heard me right, boy. What part do you think you misunderstood? The part about you needing to marry or the part about the floozy? I always thought you put much too much stock in that girl’s memory to begin with. Think of where she came from. You escaped a horrible fate when she died.”

			“Mother Ethel, you need to sit down. It’s been a hard week, and you aren’t yourself,” Olivia said somewhat desperately. She moved to Ethel’s side, but the woman pushed her away, keeping her focus on Chase.

			“She’s right, Mother. You’re very much out of line with this,” Richard said in a tight voice.

			She ignored them both and continued her study of Chase. “Well? What is the problem? Are you gay? You have been going around with that flower girl—Angie, Amy, whatever her name is—so apparently you like women well enough. It is high time you found a decent woman to settle down with.”

			Richard hurried to stand between them. “Let it go,” he told Chase in a low voice.

			Chase was so angry he was practically vibrating. “Dad…”

			“I know. Walk away.”

			“Richard, stop coddling the boy,” Ethel ordered. “That is why he is so weak now. You and Jackie have always given your children everything they want. Take Elizabeth for example—married to that man. It will not last.” She pointed with derision at Beth and Ethan, her tone dripping scorn. “It never does with that type. Of course, I do not know what else I should have expected, considering your mother’s origins. If your parents had taught you what they should have, you would know that there is the kind of person one marries and the kind of person one has affairs with.” She whipped her cane in Ethan’s direction and jabbed. “That is the kind of person one has an affair with—after one has produced a child or two. Chase will not have that dilemma. He may carry on with whomever he chooses from day one.” With that, she turned and went to the door. “I will be back in a moment. John, please have your father’s attorney ready by the time I return. I want to get this over with.”

			Red-faced and with steam practically coming out of his ears, John excused himself to follow her. There was absolute silence in the room once they were gone. John’s children, Brendan and Celeste, stood without a word and followed their father.

			After a minute, Beth broke the silence when she started laughing. She clapped a hand over her mouth, but the tinkling sound poured out despite her best efforts to contain it.

			“I’m so sorry, Chase.” She was still chuckling as she wiped tears from her eyes. “Stress, you see. It isn’t funny at all. Damn her to hell. Who does she think she is?”

			Ethan put his hands on her shoulders. “Take a deep breath. Calm down. Like your dad said, let it go.”

			Beth growled, fighting tears. “She’s a nasty piece of work. We shouldn’t have to put up with this.”

			Chase hugged her. “No, we shouldn’t, and further, we won’t.” He looked at Ethan, as angry about what Ethel had said to and about him as any of it. “Sorry about that.”

			Ethan shrugged. “I figure Ethel comes under the heading of ‘For Worse’ in the vows. I can handle her. It’s only words.”

			“Well, I feel left out,” Jason drawled. He turned to their baby sister, Joely. “I guess we don’t even merit a mention.”

			Joely rolled her eyes. “You may feel left out, but I feel like I dodged a bullet. I’ve been on that chopping block a few times, and you know it. You’re the only one of us who has escaped her wrath as far as I know.”

			He shrugged. “Told you I feel left out. My time is coming, I’m sure. I think it’s because Chase is named after Dad, and Dad’s named after her—Ethel Chase, Richard Chase. Mom, thanks for giving him that name and not me.”

			Jackie shot him a stern glare. “Jason Hugh…”

			He held up his hands. “Sorry. I’ll hush.”

			The door to the den opened, admitting J.R.’s attorney and John.

			John came over to Chase and laid a hand on his arm, then glanced around the room. “I’m so sorry, everyone. I’ve had a word with her. If she comes back in and starts that again, I’ll call off the reading. She’s been through a lot, but damn it, so have the rest of us. We don’t have to take that sort of abuse, and she knows it. If she wants this will read today, she’ll behave.”

			To everyone’s amazement, the rest of the process went smoothly. Ethel returned, but she kept her mouth shut, and as soon as it was finished, she walked away, heading back to her bedroom.

			“You kids are all coming to the farm, right?” Richard asked a few minutes later as they escaped down the front steps. “Hannah and Annie went ahead to get all the food ready.”

			“Of course, Dad.” Beth kissed his cheek. “Ethan and I will be over as soon as we change clothes.”

			“Ditto here,” Jason chimed in. “So we’ll see you in thirty, forty-five minutes?”

			“Sounds good,” Jackie said as they all dispersed. “Everyone, drive safely.”

			Jason groaned as he slid into the passenger seat of Chase’s car. “God, that was awful. I’m sorry, Chase. I wish she’d targeted me.”

			“Why? I’m a big boy. I can take it.”

			“I know. It’d just be nice to be able to draw the heat off your back every now and then.”

			Chase’s smile was small but genuine. “I don’t know how nice it would be, but I appreciate the thought.”

			“So do you think we should start calling Ethan ‘lover boy’ now?”

			It took a few seconds for the words to register, then Chase was laughing so hard he had to pull over to the side of the road. Jason was every bit as amused, and every time one tried to stop, the other would laugh harder.

			After they both calmed down, Chase pulled the car back onto the road. “God, I needed that. And yes, I definitely think we should give him a new nickname. What a day. I’m glad Annie and Hannah missed this.”

			“So am I. But you know we can’t shield them from it forever. If they become part of the family, they’re going to be exposed to it.” Jason turned pensive.

			“Are you thinking about proposing?” He ignored Jason’s assumption about Annie, not willing to go there today.

			“Thinking about it and thinking and thinking. Do you believe Hannah would accept?”

			Chase glanced at him. His younger brother’s sweet but somewhat cocky self-confidence was a part of his charm. At least, it had been until he met Hannah Gray, a single mother new to town. She’d met Beth while Beth was in New Mexico in rehab, and she had learned about the town then. Something must have struck a chord in her because she’d relocated after accepting a job as manager of a bed-and-breakfast early in the year.

			Since her arrival, Jason had discovered a rather endearing and healthy amount of self-doubt, a sign the family took to mean that Hannah was truly the love of his life. If she wasn’t, he wouldn’t have cared so much about what she thought.

			“Oh, I think it would be worth your while. At this point, it’s more of a formality than anything. Hannah and Paulo are already family. Are you sure you’re ready to be a dad?” Chase asked.

			“Absolutely. I’m looking forward to that,” Jason said. “He’s a great kid. I hope I can be half as good a parent as ours are.”

			“I don’t think you have a thing to worry about.” They reached the condo, and Chase parked but didn’t immediately turn off the engine. “Only… please don’t do a courthouse elopement like Beth and Ethan did. I think Mom needs to help plan a wedding. She feels deprived.”

			Grinning wickedly, Jason unbuckled his seat belt. “You know, you could bring her a bride as well. That would really make her day—two new daughters-in-law.”

			Chase flipped him off. “Go back to your place and get changed. I’ll see you at the farm.”

			“All’s fair, brother. See you.”

			Inside, Chase was greeted by a happy Murphy. He talked to the cat as he headed upstairs to change clothes. “How would you feel about that? If I brought you a mommy?”

			Murphy chirruped happily, sliding against Chase’s legs with an excited purr.

			“That’s what I thought you’d say, but don’t get your hopes up, buddy. The lady probably doesn’t feel the same way.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			By Wednesday, Chase was back at work. He spent the morning playing catch-up, buried under a pile of correspondence and assorted odds and ends. He didn’t realize it was lunchtime until his stomach rumbled.

			Standing to stretch, he walked to the window that overlooked the street beside the office. The day was blisteringly hot, sunny, and humid, and people weren’t lingering as they moved from their vehicles to whichever building was their destination. Even inside the renovated house that served as Chase’s office, the temperature was climbing, the central air struggling to keep up.

			With the document he’d been reviewing in hand, he went down the hall to speak to his paralegal, Gina. She was finishing up a call, so he lightly tapped on the door frame to get her attention. She held up a finger, and he gave her a thumbs-up.

			“Hey, boss. How does that look?” she asked a minute later. She picked up her purse and came around her desk.

			“Fine. I made a couple of notes in the margins, but other than that, you’re good to go.” He walked with her to the reception area, where Nellia Wilson, the office assistant, was getting ready to leave for lunch too.

			She handed him a stack of mail. “There are several cards here. I didn’t open them, considering. I can if you’d like.”

			“No, I’ll take care of it. You both go on to lunch.” When Nellia scowled, he held up his hands. “I haven’t been in the office for a week now, and I’ve got lunch in the fridge.”

			She patted his arm with a motherly smile as she passed. “Well, see that you eat it, then.”

			After they left, he headed back into his office with the mail. He dropped it on his desk after sorting out the cards, then went into the small kitchen to heat up his lunch. Once the food was going in the microwave, he turned his attention to the correspondence. The first was a condolence card from one of his clients. He set it aside and moved on to the next one, which was the same.

			Three more cards were waiting for his attention after that, and he thumbed through them to see who the senders were. Two had return addresses, but one didn’t. It was thicker than the others, and when he saw the Lexington, Kentucky, postmark, a chill ran down his spine.

			The microwave beeped, loud in the quiet of the kitchen, and he jumped. He laughed at himself but couldn’t hush the voice in his head that shouted “Danger!”

			There was no logical reason for his unease, but nonetheless, he felt uncomfortable as he opened the envelope. He knew people in Lexington, but he couldn’t imagine why any of them wouldn’t include a return address. When he saw the greeting on the card, he realized his fears hadn’t been unfounded. It was an ugly missive, garish and red, with “Happy Anniversary” scrawled across the front in bold letters.

			Sick, he laid the card on the counter with shaking hands, staring at it as though it contained poison. He supposed in a way that it did.

			His heart was jumping in his throat as he picked up the envelope to study the address on the front. Although it looked like handwriting, he thought it had probably been printed from a computer.

			Unsure if he wanted to continue, he picked up the card anyway and opened it. The interior was as garish as the outside. Two folded sheets of paper were inside, and the card itself wasn’t signed. Filled with dread, he unfolded the papers. As he read, he felt the universe slam to a sickening halt around him.

			Dearest Chase,

			I’ve thought of you often over the years, but I’ve never tried to make contact before. It hasn’t been appropriate, and knowing you went to sleep every night with the fear of the unknown hanging over your head has always been enough for me in the past. From what I’ve seen, however, you’re starting to move on, and I can’t have that. No, I think it’s time to remind you of a few things.

			How many times over the years have you wondered about me? Who I am, where I came from, where I went? Was I the person in the library, the idiot who took your clothes at the dry cleaners? Did you stop seeing innocence, I wonder? Did everyone become a suspect in your mind?

			I haven’t wondered about you, my friend. You are an open book. Anyone with time on their hands—and I have time on my hands—can find out about Leroy’s beloved Chase Hudson. Ah, such a good boy you are. A Boy Scout almost.

			I know I sure wasn’t perfect the night I met little Kiely. What a sweet piece she was. It started out innocently—well, no. Not innocently if you get down to the bare bones. It started out quite sinfully, in fact. I met her in a bar—was picked up by her if you want the honest truth. She was edgy, had an attitude that was unmistakable. She was asking for trouble, and when she hit on me, she found it. When we left the bar, we took a drive in the country.

			As I drove and she drank, she told me all about her little problem—that would be you, Chase—the boyfriend who didn’t seem to have time for her, the surprises she had in store for him, and how he’d one day be sorry. Oh, she was bitter. Have you ever learned the truth about what she was? Or do you keep her on a pedestal? I know the truth. Maybe someday I’ll even tell you about it.

			But not right now. Now, I’ll tell you more about that night. The farther we drove, the less I liked her. By the time we finally reached the secluded spot she directed me to, I had made up my mind that she would be getting a little dose of reality, along with everything else. (Now ask yourself, how did she know about that spot? Did she ever take you there? No? I didn’t think so.)

			I’d raped before and had no qualms about doing it again to such a vile creature. The more I considered what I would do to her, the more aroused I became, but she didn’t know that. She was certain of her charms, convinced the arousal was something she was responsible for. You know how she was. If only she’d known…

			When it was over, there were no tears, no begging, no recriminations or shouts of protest. I felt a high with her I’d never reached before. I’d never let things go that far with anyone else, and I told myself I hadn’t planned it, but let’s continue with our honesty—I am not convinced the final result wasn’t my goal all along.

			What happened that hot, muggy night, it changed me forever into something else. There was no going back, nor did I want to. I felt like I had finally achieved a goal I had been yearning for my entire life. The exhilaration, the power, the pure sexual release—it was a mind-blowing, life-changing experience. Nothing could come close. She was my first kill, you see, my first manual strangulation. It happened almost in a dream, surreal and stunning in its beauty. I felt the life leave her body and knew it was because of my actions. I was the only person in the world that night who controlled whether she lived or died, and the rush it gave me… there are no words to describe it. You really should try it sometime.

			Since that night ten years ago, I’ve traveled a lot of roads. I’ve seen a lot of people, done a lot of things I’m proud of, but I’ve never shared those prideful things, those other kills, with another soul who’s still living. It was too big a risk, you see. I couldn’t take the chance of the information coming back to haunt me, so I kept my secret close to my heart. What is it they say? Three can keep a secret if two are dead?

			Now, however, it’s time to share that joy, to share the gift I’ve been given with those who understand the significance of the loss. This “chase” is getting boring, you see, and I want to up the ante. The game has become so easy, so routine, the challenge isn’t there anymore. By pulling others into my web, the game becomes riskier, and the investment of my time is threatened in a way it hasn’t been for many years.

			I threw little Kiely away that night, but I never forgot her. They say you always remember your first… I’d love to go back and feel her body around me again, but alas, she’s gone now. Maybe I can find someone else. Someone else who has that spark. Your Annie, she has a spark. The world lights up when she laughs. I wonder what happens when she cries. Or maybe Beth, who’s already been through hell and made it back. I’d enjoy breaking someone that strong.

			I’ll leave you here, Chase. Leave you wondering which of the women you love is going to be next, which of them I’m going to choose to help me celebrate our anniversary. It is ours, you know. I couldn’t have had it without you.

			Your friend,

			(Did you really think I’d sign my name? Maybe next time.)

			A roaring wave sounded in Chase’s ears and blocked out everything around him. He laid the letter on the counter, and a rush of adrenaline poured across his back, bringing a wave of greasy nausea.

			Several months back, Gordon had made him aware that the FBI was tracking a serial killer whom they suspected of killing Kiely ten years ago. At the time, there had been no reason to suspect the man would turn his attention toward Chase and his family. If this letter was an authentic communication from the killer, it was a game changer.

			Chase stared at the letter, unsure of what to do next. He needed to call Gordon, but a searing panic had gripped his heart. He needed to hear Annie’s voice, to make sure she was okay. With shaking hands, he dialed her number. He had to remind himself to breathe as he waited for her to answer. When the phone rang straight through to voice mail, his anxiety went through the roof. He left a message for her to call him as soon as she could and disconnected. Trying the number again, he had the same result. With a curse, he ended the call and dialed Beth’s number. When she picked up on the second ring, he almost broke down with relief.

			“Hey, big brother, what’s up?”

			Chase struggled to keep his voice normal, not wanting to panic her. “Um, I wanted to check in on you. What are you doing?”

			“We’re out with Annie and Joely doing some shopping. Ethan’s pretending like he isn’t enjoying it, but I think he is.” She hesitated. “Chase, are you okay? You sound funny.”

			“I’m fine,” he said, closing his eyes with relief. “The morning’s been a little hectic around here after having been out for a week. That’s all. So you and Ethan are out and about, huh? Can I speak to him for a minute?”

			“Not until you tell me what’s wrong.”

			“I can hang up and call him directly,” Chase told her. “Can you trust me on this and enjoy the rest of your day? I’ll tell you later, Beth. I promise.”

			He could practically hear her eyebrows clashing together in consternation. “Fine, but you had better explain yourself soon.” She passed the phone to Ethan.

			“Hey. What’s going on? Well, Beth, you have to let me ask him. Hang on, Chase.” Ethan placed his hand over the phone for a few seconds before returning. “I’m back. You okay?”

			“Is she listening?” Chase asked.

			Ethan paused. “No. Why?”

			“Because I got a letter from Kiely’s killer. He mentioned Beth and Annie by name. Don’t tell them right now. I don’t want to upset them, not after everything else that’s happened this week.”

			“Hang on a second.” After another brief pause, he came back on the line. “Okay, I walked away a little farther. Are you sure it’s from the killer?”

			Chase gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, I’m pretty sure.” He told Ethan some of what the letter said. “I’m going to call Gordon as soon as we hang up.”

			“Do you need me to come by?”

			“No, stay with Annie and my sisters. Make sure they’re safe, but don’t let them know what’s going on if you can.” He exhaled. “I didn’t expect this.”

			“I can’t imagine that you would have. I’ll watch out for the ladies. You know we’re going to have to get together to talk about this, right? We’ve gone through so much, damn it. Now this? It’s too much.”

			He heard the anger in Ethan’s voice, and his own rage toward the killer ratcheted up a notch. “I know. I can’t do it tonight. Maybe tomorrow?”

			“I’ll round up the troops on this end. Want to meet at our house? We can have food ready,” Ethan suggested.

			“Sounds good. I’ll see if I can get Gordon there too.” He glanced at his watch. “What time are you dropping off Annie and Joely? I’m supposed to meet with Annie and my folks tonight at seven with the lease. I don’t want her to be alone at the farm.”

			“If they can make up their minds, we’re going to eat out, then they said something about a movie afterward. We should make it back to town about five or so. Do you need me to make it later? I can do that.”

			“If you don’t mind. Annie’s supposed to cook, but tell her I’ll pick something up. Text me when you hit town.”

			“Can do. Anything else?”

			Chase rubbed his eyes, suddenly tired to the bone. “Keep them safe. This guy… he’s twisted. It doesn’t bear thinking about.”

			Ethan was quiet for a minute. “I know. Call me back if you need to, okay?”

			“Will do.”

			He ended the call and slumped against the refrigerator as thoughts of losing Annie and his sisters ran through his mind. After what they’d been through last fall with Beth, how close she’d come to dying, this hit much too close to home. It took everything in him not to scream with rage or go tearing out of the office and into the streets.

			For ten years, he’d battled the memories of what had happened to Kiely. The knowledge that the killer was still out there had always been in the back of his mind, but he’d always been a nebulous threat, not a tangible evil lurking outside the door. Not after the first year or so anyhow.

			After a few minutes, he pulled himself together and dialed Gordon’s number. Gordon had been instrumental in helping solve the mystery behind Beth’s abduction last fall. He understood what was at stake and the additional stress the receipt of this letter would cause the entire family.

			When the FBI agent answered, Chase explained the situation.

			“You’re kidding me, right?” Gordon cursed with vehemence. “Well, the son of a bitch has balls. I’ll give him that.”

			“How do you want me to handle this?”

			Gordon was silent for a moment. “Let me call Stacy Kirchner. Sheriff Dixon has her running point on this over there in Leroy. You’re at the office, you said?”

			“I am. I’ll be here the rest of the afternoon. Should I put the letter in a bag or something?”

			“Let me get hold of Stacy first. She may be able to head over and take care of it. I’ll call you back, or she will… Chase? I’m sorry this is happening, but this is actually a good sign. Sending you that card was a stupid move. He may be devolving a little. This is the first time he’s contacted anyone related to the victims. That means he should be that much easier to finally catch.”

			Chase gave a bark of bitter laughter. “I know that. I’m trying to convince myself this is a good thing, but it isn’t easy. Not after everything else.”

			“Hang in there. I’ll call you back shortly,” Gordon told him, then hung up.

			While he was waiting for the phone to ring, his mind kept going back to the letter, back to the details of the night Kiely had been killed. What had been done to her… what could be done to Beth, to Joely. To Annie.

			When the phone rang, he jerked, startled, then took a deep breath and tried to stay calm as he answered. “Hello?”

			“Chase, it’s Stacy Kirchner. I hear you received some disturbing mail.”

			His jaw clenched. “You could say that, Detective.”

			“I’m here at the sheriff’s department. I can be over there in a few minutes. Gordon said you’re at your office?”

			“Yes. How long will you be? Do I need to bag this up until you get here?”

			“No, don’t touch it. I’ll be there in about five minutes, ten at the most.”

			“I’ll leave it alone. Thanks, Stacy.”

			As soon as he hung up, Gordon called.

			“Hey. I just talked to Stacy,” Chase said by way of greeting. “She’s on her way over.”

			“Yes. She’s going to expedite the package to the crime lab here in Louisville. Hopefully there’ll be some kind of evidence on it. I’ll let you know as soon as I know anything. How long has it been since you talked to anyone in Lexington about Kiely’s case?”

			“Detective Farris retired in July of last year, and I talked to him right before that. I couldn’t make myself call the new guy. Hart, I think his name is. I wanted to move on. It’s past time I let Kiely go. Now I get this letter… I don’t know what to think.”

			Gordon was quiet. His wife, Mallory, had died from cancer a few years ago. Of all his friends, Chase knew that Gordon understood that particular pain of letting go better than anyone.

			“I don’t think anyone, except maybe you, would judge you for trying to move past her. In any event, I’ll give the detective in Lexington a call. I talked to him earlier this spring, when we first connected the dots,” Gordon said. “Maybe this will be the break we need.”

			“We can hope. Hey, listen, can you drive up tomorrow evening for a powwow at Ethan’s?”

			“Let me check.” After a moment, Gordon was back. “I can, but it’ll probably be seven or later before I can get there. Is that going to be too late?”

			“Shouldn’t be. We’ll see you tomorrow then.”

			After hanging up, Chase went to the front office to wait for Stacy.

			“Hey, thanks for coming,” he said as he let her in a couple of minutes later.

			“No problem. I’m sorry I had to come over for this. Where is it?”

			“Back here.” He led her back to the kitchen and showed her the package. “I’m the only one who’s touched the interior since it arrived.”

			She studied the papers he had spread out on the counter as she pulled on a pair of latex gloves. “When did this come in?”

			“I’m not sure. Sometime in the last couple of days, I imagine. The postmark is from Saturday. When Nellia gets back, I can ask her. She keeps a log of all the office’s correspondence.”

			“Good,” she replied. “So she didn’t open this? You did?”

			“That’s correct. Given the fact I lost my grandfather last week, she figured it was personal correspondence. Obviously it is, but not the way we expected.” He fell silent as she read the contents of the letter.

			Raising her gaze to his, she studied his tense posture before she spoke. “This is pretty blunt. Other than the shock value, was there anything in this that jumped out at you?”

			He shrugged. “No, not really. How this guy met Kiely, if it’s the truth. That stands out a little because we never knew before. It doesn’t really help the here and now.”

			“Maybe, maybe not. Maybe these words will mean something to the detectives in Lexington.” She slid the card and papers into an evidence bag. “I’ll need to get your fingerprints, as well as your staff’s, for comparison. Who’s your mail carrier?”

			He told her the woman’s name. “And Nellia and Gina should be back from lunch soon.”

			Stacy filled out the label on the evidence bag, then she got out her fingerprint kit. “Roll your sleeves up, please. You don’t want to get ink all over that pretty shirt.”

			He glanced down at the light-green cotton. “Probably not. Beth got me this for Christmas.”

			He unbuttoned the cuffs and moved the sleeves out of the way before giving her his left hand. She quickly rolled his fingerprints, then did the other hand. As she finished, they heard the front door open. Nellia’s and Gina’s voices floated back from the front room.

			“Would you mind coming back to the kitchen for a minute, ladies?” he called. He moved to the sink to wash the ink from his hands as the women came through the office.

			Gina came into the kitchen ahead of Nellia. “What’s up, boss? Oh, hi, Detective Kirchner,” she said, startled. “Everything okay?”

			“Not really,” Chase said, his face grim. “I can’t go into too many details, but I received a card from someone possibly involved in the death of Kiely Turner. Detective Kirchner needs to get fingerprints from both of you for comparison to rule out contamination.”

			“Sure thing,” Gina said, her countenance concerned. “Whatever you need.”

			Stacy had a new card ready, and she motioned Gina over. As she took the prints, she asked Nellia about the correspondence log. “Chase mentioned you keep track of all the mail?”

			“Yes, I do,” Nellia confirmed. “Because so much of what comes in here is related to current or pending court cases, it’s necessary to record everything. It makes life a lot simpler. I’ll get that log for you as soon as we’re finished here.”

			Stacy finished with Gina. “That will be tremendously helpful. The card I need the information on was mailed from Lexington, Kentucky.”

			As Nellia stepped up to be fingerprinted, Chase remembered his lunch. With a sick grimace, he pulled it from the microwave and dumped the food in the trash, his appetite gone. “When will you know something?”

			Stacy shrugged as she packed up. “Depending on how fast Gordon can push this through, and depending on what evidence is on the package, we could have something as soon as tomorrow. Keep in mind, this guy is smart. Chances aren’t great that there will even be anything to find.”

			Chase crossed his arms. “All we can do is try and hope we get lucky. His making contact is more than we’ve had in ten years. Maybe he’s gotten sloppy and we’ll hit pay dirt with this package.”

			He walked to the front office with Stacy, and Nellia gave her the information about when the card had come in.

			Stacy tucked the note into a pouch on her bag and stopped at the door with her hand on the doorknob. “I’m driving this down to Louisville now. You’ve got some top-notch investigators working on this case. If anything is there, we’ll find it.”

			“I know,” he said. “Are you available tomorrow evening?”

			Stacy raised her eyebrows. “Are you asking me out?”

			Despite the tension, Gina and Nellia snickered. Chase stared at Stacy, flummoxed, aware that there was no good response.

			She let him off the hook with a little grin. “I know better. I’m kidding. What are you planning?”

			“Dinner at Ethan and Beth’s with the crew. A powwow of sorts. To discuss all this.”

			“Sure, what time?”

			He glanced at his watch as though it held the answer. “Probably around seven, maybe a little earlier.”

			“See you then.”

			After she left, Chase made sure Nellia and Gina didn’t need anything more from him before he went back to his office. He didn’t give a rat’s behind about his workload at the moment—he needed a few minutes to clear his head. Feeling old from the inside out, he shut the door and leaned against the cool wood, his head tipped back, eyes closed.

			“I’m haunted by a ghost whose reach I can’t seem to escape,” he whispered, then swallowed around a tight throat.

			Not for the first time, he lamented the day he’d met Kiely Turner. He’d tripped and practically run over her in the library at the University of Kentucky, starting them down the path to what should have been a happy college romance but had ended up turning into a pure, unmitigated disaster.

			The rage he felt remembering those days and the impact they’d had on his life was a cold, festering fury. If the killer had been standing in front of him at that moment, he would have strangled him with his bare hands, never mind the personal cost.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Chase arrived at his parents’ farm shortly before six thirty that evening. He was surprised to see that his father’s car wasn’t in its usual spot. Ethan had texted to let him know they were back while Chase was picking up pizza from the take-and-bake place, then Chase had called when he was five minutes out to let Ethan know he was clear to leave if he wanted. Chase didn’t want to have to explain to Beth what was going on, and he knew if they stuck around, he would.

			Given the time, Chase had assumed his parents would be home before he got there. He felt a quick rush of concern and told himself he was overreacting, but at the same time, he knew he wouldn’t feel better until he’d set eyes on Annie.

			As he parked, she came around the corner of the house, hose in hand, apparently having been watering some of the flowers that graced the landscape of the pool area separating the main house from the guesthouse. Even though her hair was pulled back in its usual style—held off her face by a clip—silky auburn curls sprung loose here and there.

			She was dressed in worn denim shorts and a loose tank top, and as he watched, she pointed the hose in his direction and gave a quick squirt, the water falling short of his car by several feet. She grinned and pushed an errant curl back behind her ear, only to have the wind tug it loose again.

			His heart turned over in his chest, and he knew then exactly how deep he was in. The idea that a monster could be bearing down on her was almost more than he could take. Shaking himself free from the fear, he grabbed the food and the folder with the lease and climbed out of the car.

			Annie finished rolling up the hose and walked over to meet him. “Hey. Your parents called. They got held up at the office, but they’re on the way. You looked like you were lost in deep thought. Everything okay?”

			“Sure. I hope it wasn’t anything serious with the folks.”

			“I don’t think so, admin stuff and the like.”

			Richard was a doctor with a small practice in Leroy, and Jackie was his office manager. It was an arrangement most married couples would have found too close, but somehow they made it work.

			“Where’s the kid?” he asked as he followed Annie into the guesthouse.

			She chuckled. “You know Joely’s twenty years old, right? She really isn’t a kid anymore. You have to get used to the idea sometime.”

			Chase returned her smile with a sheepish grin. “I know, but she’s my baby sister. I’m a typical big brother—I’m not ready for her to grow up. She’ll probably always be a kid to me, even when we’re in our nineties.” He set the pizzas on the counter and tossed the file onto the small table in the eat-in kitchen.

			Annie wagged her finger as she turned on the oven and unbagged the salads he had brought. “If she hears you say that, I hope she doesn’t have the same right hook Beth does. And to answer your question, she’s spending the night at Beth and Ethan’s. I’m surprised you didn’t pass them on the road.”

			“You all had a good day, then?” He leaned against the counter to watch her move around the kitchen.

			“Pretty good. I finished getting what I need for day-to-day living.” Her voice was deceptively casual as she unwrapped one of the pizzas. “So what’s going on that has you so upset?”

			He froze. “What do you mean? Nothing’s going on.”

			Annie was incredulous. “Chase Hudson, I’m not some ditzy bimbo who can’t put two and two together. You called me and left a message, sounding frantic. Then you called Beth, and whatever you said to Ethan, he went on high alert.” When he frowned, she waved. “Oh, not like that. He got—hypervigilant, I guess. He kept it pretty casual, but it was obvious something was up. So what gives?”

			As he started to answer, they heard Richard and Jackie heading across from the main house. “I’ll tell you later. I’d rather not get into it in front of Mom and Dad.”

			“Okay, but you don’t leave here without telling me what’s going on, understand?”

			“Cross my heart.” Chase went to open the door for his parents.

			At Annie’s request, they got the paperwork for the lease out of the way first, then they sat down to eat. As the meal progressed, talk quickly turned to Richard and Jackie’s upcoming vacation. They were scheduled to leave the next morning for a river cruise of Europe and then the Mediterranean.

			“I’m glad you’re still going,” Chase said after Richard expressed concern about missing so much work on top of his father’s funeral. “This will be the first real vacation the two of you have had without one or all of us kids along for the ride in over thirty years.”

			He was surprised to see his mother blush at his words.

			Richard sent Jackie a warm look. “We’re approaching it as a second honeymoon. And yes, as much as we love you kids, we’re eager to spend some time alone. This has been a tough year, and it’s time for a break.”

			“You’re riding down to Louisville with Joely, right?” Annie asked.

			Jackie nodded. “It made the most sense. She starts classes next week, and the drive will give us a chance to spend some one-on-one time with her. We’re spending the night in Louisville tomorrow and flying out early that next morning. Now, how we’ll get home from Louisville in a few weeks, I’m not sure.” She laughed at Chase’s exasperated groan and winked at Annie.

			“Mom, we’ve told you—”

			Jackie cut him off with a grin. “That was too easy. I’m joking. I’m fully aware that Beth and Ethan are planning on driving down to pick us up. Just don’t forget to check in on Daddy while we’re gone.”

			“Especially on the weekends. I know,” Chase said. “Though Pops has been so busy lately with his lady friend I doubt he’ll even notice if we don’t. I would be surprised if there isn’t a wedding announcement in his future, the rate they’re going.”

			Jackie scowled. “Richard Chase Hudson, hush your mouth. That’s not funny.”

			He grinned. “That was too easy, Mom.”

			She wadded up her napkin and threw it at him. “Annie, you’ll have to keep a close eye on this one. I shudder to think of what kind of trouble he could get into left to his own devices.”

			Richard laughed. “The boy’s been living on his own for a number of years now. I think he’ll be fine. But I agree, Annie—you should keep a very close eye on him while we’re gone.”

			Annie blinked, a pink flush climbing into her cheeks. “Umm… okay.” She turned to Jackie. “It must be interesting, to say the least, for you to see Sampson dating again at his age.”

			“Mm-hmmm. That’s one way of putting it.” Jackie took a sip of tea and considered her words carefully. “Don’t get me wrong. I want Daddy to be happy. God knows the last few years Mom was alive were no picnic. Still, it’s a really weird feeling, seeing him with someone else, even though Mom has been gone for a while now.”

			“I can understand that. Speaking of mothers, how is your mother doing, Dr. H.?” Annie asked.

			Richard scowled, then sat back and crossed his arms. “Oh, she’s on a tear. I went by today at lunch to check on her. She pretty much told me to go to hell when I refused to cancel this vacation and stay in town to be at her beck and call. Queen Ethel was on full display. I shouldn’t say that,” he added, shamefaced.

			Chase frowned. “Bull. It’s nothing less than the truth. After how she acted the day of the funeral, I don’t know if I could force myself to go see her unless she was sick and dying.”

			“That’s pretty harsh, don’t you think?” Jackie admonished.

			“Not particularly. Not after the things she said.”

			“Do you think it’s the stress of losing J.R. that’s making her act like that?” Annie asked. She and Hannah had been filled in on the day’s events after everyone returned to the farm yesterday afternoon. She stood and started clearing the table, and Chase got up to help.

			“No, unfortunately,” Jackie said. “That’s who Ethel is. If she ever has anything nice to say about this branch of the family, that’s when we should worry.”

			Annie rested her hand on the handle of the fridge. “That’s so sad. Family shouldn’t be like that, and I’m sorry she is. Moving on, I have a Brown Bag blueberry cheesecake. Who wants a piece?”

			“Me!”

			Everyone laughed when Chase raised both arms straight up and waved his hands. His weakness for cheesecake was well known.

			“None for us, honey, but thanks. We’ve got to scoot and get ready for tomorrow,” Jackie said as she and Richard stood. “I’m only half packed, and this guy still has a ton of paperwork to get through.”

			“We’ll probably see you in the morning before we leave.” Richard gave Annie a quick hug before they made their way to the door.

			“I’ll walk you out,” Chase said.

			When Chase returned, all the stress from the day came with him. Even seeing the large piece of blueberry cheesecake Annie had cut for him didn’t do much to improve his mood.

			“Okay, now I’m really worried,” she said as they took their plates to the couch. “It’s pretty bad then?”

			He nodded but didn’t speak, taking a large bite of cheesecake instead. He held the dessert in his mouth for a minute before he swallowed. It tasted like sawdust. “Do you have any beer?”

			“In the fridge. I’ll take one too.”

			He got up to fetch a couple of bottles, then came back. Before he sat down, he pulled a couple sheets of folded paper out of his back pocket. “I received a card at the office today. This is a copy of the letter that was inside.” He handed it to her but hesitated before letting it go. “It’s pretty graphic.”

			“Who’s it from?” Annie set her plate on the coffee table and took the paper.

			“Remember my girlfriend who was murdered when I was in law school? Apparently it’s from the man who killed her.”

			As she read the words the killer had written, Chase saw her swallow. He set down his own plate and leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees.

			When she finished reading, she handed the letter back to him. “You called the cops, right? Gordon, Ethan? Someone?”

			“Of course. I called Gordon, and he called Stacy. She came over and got everything, took it down to Louisville for processing. I made the copy before she got there.”

			“That’s a page out of Beth’s book,” Annie said seriously. “She’d be proud of you.”

			Chase gave her a half smile. “It’s easier to beg forgiveness than to ask for permission. I didn’t think Stacy would object to me copying the letter, but I didn’t want to take a chance. I snapped a picture of it with my phone and printed it out before I left the office.” He fell silent, gazing at the label on the bottle of beer.

			“God, I’m sorry. Surely what he says in that letter, it isn’t true. About Kiely.”

			He scoffed bitterly. “I have the feeling every bit of it is true.” He stood and paced around the room, restless and angry.

			“Why do you say that?”

			He took a long swallow of beer, then finally, he sighed. “All these years, I’ve never told anyone this. Not anyone outside the investigation anyhow, and even then, not in gory detail. It didn’t seem right to tell anyone, to blacken Kiely’s memory. There wasn’t any point to it, not when the truth would cause more pain than good.” He kept his gaze on the bottle in his hands, picking at the label as he spoke.

			“Okay. You know you can tell me anything, right? Or if you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine too.”

			This time, his smile felt less rigid. “I do know that. As for Kiely… you’re aware that she was killed right after school started back. What most people don’t know is that we’d pretty much broken up that spring. I’d been offered an internship with the Commonwealth’s Attorney’s office down there over the summer, and she wanted me to go home to Ashland with her. I chose the internship instead.”

			Annie frowned. “Surely you don’t feel guilty about that. You were barely even in law school then, weren’t you? For you to have been offered that internship at that age, that early in the game—you’d have been stupid not to take it.”

			“I’d finished my first semester. I was about a year ahead of my class.” His laugh was hard. “We always have a choice. Good, bad, or ugly, I don’t regret making the decision I did. Not after everything else that happened.” He paused when thunder rolled in the distance.

			She sent him a soft smile. “This house has a screened-in porch, you know. Want to go out back and sit? Watch the storm roll in? You look like you could use a diversion.”

			“You have no idea. Sure, storm watching sounds good.” He picked up the plates off the coffee table and carried them to the counter. When he turned toward the hall that led to the back porch, Annie was waiting, hand outstretched.

			“Come on, friend. Let’s go watch the storm, and you can finish your story.”

			“Are you sure you want me to?” He took her hand and followed close behind her down the hall.

			As soon as she opened the door, the wind rushed in with the smell of ozone. He took in a deep breath, letting the fresh air fill his lungs and calm him. They settled in on the glider lounge, and he took a minute to relax. Annie angled her body toward his and rested her head on her hand, watching him enjoy the storm.

			When Chase saw what she was doing, he shifted self-consciously. “I like storms. The tempest, the violence, and then the calm.”

			She touched his arm lightly. “I know. So back to that summer… you broke up because of the internship. Then what?”

			“Then she came back for the fall semester. She was hell-bent determined to make up with me. We did, then we had another fight. Then she died.” The wind picked up as he said the last sentence, and Chase raised his face into it, letting it wash over him. “When they found her, they discovered that she was two months pregnant.”

			Annie sucked in a sharp breath, then laid a hand over his and squeezed. “Oh, my God. Chase, no. I’m so, so sorry.”

			He squeezed back. “Don’t be sorry. It wasn’t mine. We were never intimate.” He felt the surprise that jolted through her body. “Apparently she’d hooked back up with her high-school sweetheart over the summer. He was going to marry someone else, and when she told him she was pregnant, he didn’t care. It didn’t stop his plans. She knew her father would marry her off to the first man he could find who was willing to take her, and I guess I didn’t seem like such a bad prospect after all.”

			Annie didn’t speak, only tightened her grasp on his hand and laid her head against his shoulder.

			He continued. “See, Kiely’s family never liked me. I wasn’t one of them, wasn’t from the hills. They knew I’d take her away from them, bring her here, and they didn’t want that. They were big-time coal operators, and her leaving home didn’t fit with their plans to build a mountain empire.

			“After they found her body, they blamed me, suspected I had something to do with her death. So her sister, Amy Lynn, was all too glad to tell me exactly what they thought of me and what Kiely’s motives were in coming back to me that fall. She was going to get me into bed as soon as she could, then ‘discover’ the pregnancy soon after. She knew how I felt about family and responsibility, and she knew I’d think the baby was mine. By the time I found out otherwise, it would be too late. They came up with that little scheme when the baby’s father refused to marry her.”

			A large clap of thunder sounded, seeming to punctuate his words. Annie jumped, and he tucked an arm around her as the storm began in earnest. For several minutes, they watched the rain blow around the house.

			“When did you find out she was pregnant?” she asked.

			He crossed his right ankle over his left knee and scratched at a mosquito bite. “When the investigators asked me about it. Then later I had an argument with Amy Lynn. That’s when it all came out… what Kiely didn’t count on was that I’d started having doubts over the summer. I had Mom and Dad as an example of how a couple should work. I’d also been a really geeky, awkward kid, and I didn’t have any confidence in myself. Kiely was my first serious girlfriend. I didn’t want to jump in and move too fast.”

			Embarrassed, he cleared his throat and moved his arm back to his lap. “I wanted our relationship to be about more than sex, and when Kiely came back, there was something different about her. Something harder, edgier. It hadn’t been there before. I guess it set off a warning signal inside me somewhere. It definitely made me uncomfortable. When she started using every trick in the book to get me in bed, it left me cold. I knew she was up to something. I just didn’t know what.”

			Annie was quiet for several minutes. “I’m torn.” Her voice was soft, but he heard the anger threading through it.

			“Torn how?”

			She looked away, toward the field and barn beyond. “Because I’ve known women like that, women who use men. They make me sick. They think the world exists to serve them. And that Kiely did that to you? Your first experience with women was her?” She blew out a breath. “It hurts. You’re too good for her. I hope this doesn’t upset you too much, but if she were here right now, I’d slap her upside the head.”

			Chase didn’t say anything. He just wrapped his arms around her and held on for a long minute. Before he pulled back, he kissed the top of her head. “Thank you. I needed that. You don’t know how much.”

			She ducked her head. “Glad to oblige. So this letter you got today… I guess it’s the real deal then. What does it mean? Are Beth and I really in danger?”

			“Yes, I think so. You should be extremely concerned, especially since you’re going to be out here on the farm by yourself. I don’t like that. I wish we’d considered that sooner.” He met her gaze in the moonlight that was peeking through the clouds now that the storm had passed. “Come stay with me, at least until Mom and Dad get back from vacation.”

			“I can’t do that. You know I can’t. And there’s no way you could have known this would happen, so stop playing the blame game.”

			He scowled. “Why can’t you come stay at my place? How else am I going to know you’re safe?”

			She smiled. “Where would I sleep? You only have one bed, and we’ve already been through the whole ‘sleeping on the couch’ discussion.”

			Chase decided to throw his cards on the table. “I don’t have a problem with sharing the bed.”

			She stood, arms crossed, and walked over to the porch railing. “Well, maybe I do. We’re friends—good friends, the kind of friendship that doesn’t come along that often. I don’t want to risk that on… on something that might not happen or might not work out.” Agitated, she peered out over the small yard and said softly, “You mean too much to me. I can’t lose you.”

			He swallowed down the anxiety his admission had caused. “That’s exactly why I need to know you’re safe—because you mean so much to me.”

			“Chase…”

			“Fine. Then I can come here for a few weeks. At least until Mom and Dad get home and you aren’t so isolated. I can stay in the big house.”

			She shot him an incredulous look. “Aren’t you forgetting something—or someone, as the case may be?”

			“No, I don’t think so. Who?”

			“Murphy? Ten pounds of pure love and destructive willfulness? What are you going to do with him for three weeks while you’re out here?”

			“I’ll bring him with me.” When she shook her head, he growled with frustration. “What? What’s wrong with that plan?”

			“Have you forgotten how he acts when he’s someplace new and you abandon him? He would do fine until you left for work the first day, then it would be complete and utter devastation. Your mother’s curtains, her antiques, the carpet—I don’t even want to think about what all he could do in a day. She’d kill you and me both when she got home.”

			Groaning, he raked his hands through his hair. “Danged troublemaker. He would, wouldn’t he?”

			“Oh, honey. It would be cheaper to hire a bodyguard,” Annie said, completely serious.

			“Then what do you suggest we do? Doesn’t it worry you, what this guy said in his letter? It worries the hell out of me.” He moved to stand beside her at the railing.

			Annie leaned against one of the support posts. “Of course it worries me, but I’m twenty-eight years old. I haven’t made it this far on my own without being at least halfway cautious.”

			“To my knowledge, you’ve never had a serial killer watching you either. You do remember that they suspect this guy of several murders, right?” Chase braced his hands on the railing in front of him. “Gordon thinks this guy has killed at least eight women, not counting Kiely. He hasn’t been merciful about it either. Don’t you understand that I can’t sit back and wait for him to do that to you?”

			Their gazes locked, and for a long moment, neither spoke.

			She looked away first. “Fair point. What do you want me to do?”

			He gave himself a minute to regain his emotional balance. “Any chance you would consider moving into the big house until Mom and Dad get back?”

			Annie shook her head. “I’m not comfortable doing that.”

			“What if we had a security system installed here? And you could get a gun. That would probably be a step in the right direction too.”

			“Absolutely no way on the gun. I hate the things. As to the security system, maybe. It depends on what your parents say. I’d pay for it, but how would you explain the need without freaking them out?”

			He spread his hands. “That’s the easy part. A lot of people know they’ll be out of town. Not everyone knows yet that you’re going to be here. Mom and Dad know you don’t like guns, so the idea of adding a security system actually makes sense. They have one for the house, and they’ve talked about getting one for this place in the past but have never gotten around to it for one reason or another. It shouldn’t be a hard sell at all.”

			“I hate to ask them to do that, what with having just moved in and them getting ready to leave tomorrow.”

			“If you’re okay with the idea, I’ll stop by and talk to them on my way home tonight. I can act on their behalf for the installation if that makes you feel better. Okay?”

			Throwing her hands up in defeat, she gave in. “Okay. But I’m paying for it.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Chase wasn’t about to argue. That was a battle he could leave up to Annie and his parents to fight. With the storm over, literally and figuratively, he was exhausted. Straightening, he stretched his arms up over his head, grunting as his back popped. “I’d better head out. It’s been a long day. A long week, as far as that goes.”

			“That’s the truth.” She followed him back through the house. “I’d rather not have to go through anything like this week again, if it’s all the same to God and the universe.”

			Chase scoffed around a yawn. “Unfortunately, it isn’t up to us. Oh, by the way, I’m supposed to get everyone together tomorrow at Beth and Ethan’s around seven. You game?”

			“Sure. I can meet you there.”

			He hesitated with his hand on the front doorknob. “You know it will take a few days to get the security system installed. What are we going to do in the interim?”

			“Oh, geez.”

			When she ran a hand across the back of her neck and rolled her shoulders, he was tempted to offer her a neck rub. He held off, however, thinking he had probably pushed things far enough for one night.

			“Bring Murphy over tomorrow night after work. Bring his big dog crate, and we can leave him in there while we’re at Beth’s. He should be okay for a couple of hours if he gets some extra attention later,” she said. “You guys can stay with me here. But you will pick up after yourself, and you’re sleeping on the couch, you hear me?”

			“Yes, ma’am. Whatever you say, ma’am.” He saluted her and grinned.

			She narrowed her eyes as he walked out onto the porch. “And no sassing me, mister. Oh, and one more thing.” She waited until he turned around to face her. “Murphy can share the bed. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			While he was still trying to pick his jaw up off the porch, she shut the door. The clicking of the lock snapped him out of his surprise.

			“I’ll be hanged,” he muttered, a wide grin spreading as he headed next door. “I never thought I’d be jealous of a cat.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			After Chase left, Annie finished the cleanup in the kitchen and locked up. With one last check around the downstairs, she headed up to the loft bedroom. As she performed her nightly bedtime ritual, she couldn’t stop her mind from going back to the letter and the righteous anger it had brought out in Chase.

			Too, the bitterness and self-loathing she’d seen on his face as he recounted the details surrounding Kiely’s disappearance kept flashing in front of her. Her heart ached for him. She wanted to cry as she realized how deeply a man like him would have been affected by Kiely’s actions.

			Chase was something of a dark horse in the Hudson family. Jason and Beth and even Joely, they were outgoing. They had sparkling personalities, for lack of a better description. But Chase was different. Quiet and intense, he had a brooding sensitivity that put her in mind of historical romantic heroes, only without the troubled mind so many of those heroes seemed to have. Coupled with his looks and the raw, sensual way he moved, it was no surprise he was one of Leroy’s most coveted bachelors.

			As she reflected on what he had said earlier, his comments about Kiely’s motivations, Annie wondered whether he realized how appealing he was or whether he was completely oblivious. “Somehow, I think it’s the latter. I never would have guessed that.”

			In all the months they’d been spending time together, she’d been careful to hide how strong her attraction to him was becoming. She was afraid to damage their friendship by letting her feelings show. Now that she knew he was attracted to her, she wondered how her attitude had come across to him, especially in light of his revelations about Kiely.

			“You don’t have anything to offer him other than friendship,” she told her reflection. “You know that.”

			The mirror over the bathroom sink didn’t respond, not that she had expected it to. She stepped back from the counter and, turning this way and that, examined her body. The panties and bra she wore were serviceable, no frills, more for comfort and support than appearance. She’d not had time to replace her nice things yet, but she planned to soon. The body underneath was curvy, and she knew she appealed to men—she’d learned that when she’d developed breasts in the seventh grade.

			Annie wasn’t a nun, but she was selective about who she let into her bed. She didn’t have a problem with sex if she was in a deep relationship with someone or if she shared mutual attraction and respect with a man who was just a friend. There’d been a handful of times when she’d thought she might be in love and once when she’d known she was. That man, Rafe Lewis, had left her with the deepest scars, both physically and emotionally.

			She had met Rafe when she was nineteen, and soon after, everything changed. The other men… well, she had felt affection for them, but those relationships had been more about loneliness than any lasting togetherness.

			Chase stood out. Even though she told herself she didn’t need to keep falling deeper into a relationship with him, she couldn’t resist spending time with him every chance she got. It was an exquisite kind of torture, being near him and knowing it would never go anywhere.

			As she touched the faded scars on her pelvis, she worried that if she ever let their friendship turn into something else, it would destroy her. She’d rather be friends with him forever than risk losing him.

			“That isn’t exactly true, now is it? You’d give your eye teeth to be with him. That’s what scares you so much—that he’s the one for you but doesn’t feel the same way. That, and when he finds out the truth, he’ll reject you completely.”

			With her somewhat colorful past, some of which Chase knew—like her true parentage—and some of which he didn’t, she had to consider that she probably wasn’t the greatest match for him. It wasn’t that she thought she was beneath him, but she had a bit too much common sense to think their different upbringings wouldn’t pose a problem at some point. That wasn’t even taking into account her deepest secret, something not even Beth and Lauren knew.

			“You’re being ridiculous, Annie Tucker, and you know it.”

			After one last look in the mirror, she stripped down and turned on the shower. Not waiting for the water to get hot, she ducked under the spray and let her tears fall. There was so much sadness inside her tonight she couldn’t decide what hurt the most. The shop she’d worked so hard to build was gone. The man she cared for deeply was being hurt by ghosts from his past, enduring his own personal hell. And somewhere out there in the darkness, a monster lurked, waiting to pounce.

			On top of that, she longed for something she had no right to want. Her hunger to approach Chase and become more than friends alarmed her, and she didn’t know if she was strong enough to resist its pull. As she turned off the water and reached for a towel, she wondered, not for the first time, if she should even try resisting any longer.

			“Let the chips fall where they may and get it over with. So what if you lose everything? At least you’ll know and this damnable dithering will be over.” The problem was she didn’t know whether or not she was strong enough to take that chance.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Part and parcel of holding the position he had in society involved attending obnoxiously boring political fundraisers. Usually he only allowed himself to be dragged to the lame events when he had no choice but to go or to raise eyebrows.

			However, today’s garden party was different. As he drove up the pretentiously long driveway toward the mansion set like a gleaming rock in the deep blue-green lawn of pure Kentucky bluegrass, he felt a sense of anticipation like nothing he’d felt in recent times. Not only was he using the name of his only male victim, he was sneaking into a crowded event with a nefarious purpose in mind.

			He’d watched the house for several days, both from near and afar, before he’d committed to making this move. He hadn’t made it this far in his murderous career by being reckless, after all.

			“Of all the times for my regular job to bring me to eastern Kentucky,” he mused. It felt providential that he was in the area now, and who was he to argue with God?

			Earlier that month, their sob story had aired on the local news channel, waxing poetic about the ten-year anniversary of the unsolved tragic death of poor little Kiely Turner, baby sister to the wife of the most prominent local politician in a decade. Trapped in a hotel room on a rainy day with nothing better to do than jack off or sleep, he’d had the TV on low in the background when the teasers for the story came on during a commercial break.

			Of course they had immediately snared his attention, those teasers, and he’d been hooked on every word as he impatiently waited for the segment to air. When it did, he wasn’t disappointed. If the hoopla and hype surrounding the report was anything to go by, he wasn’t the only one who believed the tenth anniversary of Kiely’s death should be remembered.

			As he waited in the queue for the valet, he recalled the way the camera had focused on Kiely’s headstone as the narrator spoke. The memorial, next to her parents’ ostentatious stone, was a dark-pink granite, the kind of headstone that had a picture of the deceased etched into its surface. Next to her sister Amy Lynn’s grief, the marker served as a stark reminder of a life snuffed out too soon. The fake sympathy the reporter exhibited had made him laugh.

			“I wonder if you realized the schmuck was sneering at you, Amy Lynn, seeing a prize or an Emmy nomination as he cajoled you into tears,” he muttered. “Or did you think his concern was sincere?”

			Part of the interview had taken place in Amy Lynn’s house, a dangerous intrusion of privacy that allowed people like him to gain more knowledge than they should have. When he re-watched the segment later on his laptop, streaming it over and over as he made his plans, his heart stopped. As the camera panned around the room where Kiely’s earthly belongings now resided in a macabre shrine, he saw something he wanted. Not just wanted but was compelled to touch, to own, to smell. It would make the perfect gift to send to Amy Lynn, something she’d understand the significance of as soon as she saw it.

			Seeing the sob story, then reading it again in the local papers over the following days, he’d decided he wanted to help celebrate the anniversary as well. That seemed only fair, as it wouldn’t have existed without his help. And if he was going to toy with one mouse, he might as well toy with them all, hence his decision to pull Chase into the mix.

			Getting into the Bledsoe mansion to obtain the item he wanted ordinarily would have presented something of a challenge. But because of who Amy Lynn had married, it was proving ridiculously simple. Neal Bledsoe was a high-ranking state representative serving in Kentucky’s House. He was a big name on the political front in Kentucky, and he and Amy Lynn had hosted a number of events at their home throughout the years, more than once falling back on the tragedy to score points with their adoring public.

			The mansion itself had been featured in numerous architectural magazines and was touted as one of the South’s finest homes. Obtaining several resources that gave him a near-exact layout had been stupidly easy.

			When he discovered that he was going to be in Ashland the same week as the garden-party fundraiser, he’d immediately set up a way in. Using the identity of his only male victim, J.R. Handley, obtaining an invitation had proved to be a simple affair. He’d used the alias several times for various reasons, and it was a skin he felt comfortable slipping into.

			The promise of a hefty cash donation had opened the front door widely. He’d purchased a throwaway cell phone and made calls to the pertinent people, and within a few short hours, the invitation had arrived at the hotel room he had rented for just that purpose.

			Now the day of the fundraiser had arrived. As the last person in line, he finally made it to the valet, and he smiled. He was fashionably late, an intentional choice as he knew the bulk of the activities were already in progress. That would make slipping away to find Kiely’s room without being caught much easier.

			Once out of sight of the crowd and the home-grown security team, he headed upstairs to the family quarters. Even though it was a large house, it didn’t take him long to find her room. After all, he literally had a map.

			Inside, he closed the door. The light perfume lingering in the air took him back, and for a whimsical moment, he imagined Kiely was there with him. There had been a part of her he’d seen that night that he recognized, a cold and soulless element that in women more often came across as bitchiness.

			“If we’d met under different circumstances, we’d have made a fine pair,” he whispered. “Ah, well. C’est la vie. Time to get to work.”

			Glancing around, he spied a small bottle of flowery cologne on the dresser and hissed with triumph. If he hadn’t known he was in the room of a murdered woman, he would have thought he had walked into a time-warped version of reality. Amy Lynn had gone to some trouble to make sure the room was set up as though someone actually lived there.

			“I suppose it’s comforting, or maybe it’s how she reminds herself to play the victim for the fans.”

			He moved around the room, touching an item here or there with his gloved hands, taking it all in. As tempted as he was to stay and revel in Kiely’s ghostly presence, he was on borrowed time. Focusing on the task at hand, he searched for the keepsake he wanted, the one he’d seen in the news report. He found it hanging on a peg above a memory board full of pictures. Within seconds, he had it safely tucked away, along with a picture of Kiely that, given her expression, had to have been taken by a man.

			He was on his way out the door when he happened to glimpse the contents of the bookcase beside it. He could hardly believe his eyes, and his gloved hands actually trembled as he reached for the small diary. “What have we here?”

			A glance inside revealed pages filled with cramped writing, and from the few short passages he scanned, the book was a treasure trove of potentially damaging information. With no hesitation, he slipped the journal into his pocket, not even the possibility that he would get caught giving him a moment’s pause. The information it contained was simply too good to walk away from.

			Grateful that he had worn a suit jacket, he tucked the journal into the inside pocket and used the mirror on the dresser to make sure it wasn’t visible. He was a little surprised to see that it fit as though the pocket had been made to hold it. He told himself that was more providence.

			With quiet stealth, he opened the door and eased into the hall. He made it almost to the top of the stairs when something in a room to the left caught his attention. After making sure no one was watching, he leaned inside for two seconds and took what he needed. This discovery was possibly an even better gift for Amy Lynn than what he had come to the house for in the first place. With that treasure and the others tucked safely away, he hurried downstairs and joined the crowd. Leaving early might have drawn attention to himself, made him stand out in the valets’ minds, and he couldn’t have that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			With an unhappy Murphy locked in his crate at the guesthouse Thursday night, Chase and Annie headed over to Beth and Ethan’s. They lived only about a mile from Richard and Jackie’s, so the trip was short. When they arrived, Gordon’s car was there, parked alongside Stacy’s.

			“Hey, looks like Ethan made some progress on the garage today,” Chase said as he pulled in next to the other vehicles. Ethan and Beth had decided to add a garage to the farmhouse, and the foundation had been poured on Monday.

			“He was looking forward to getting it done,” Annie said, headed to the front door. “Walls going up this weekend?”

			“Sunday, as long as it doesn’t rain. He’s recruited me and Jason to help.”

			Ethan met them at the door. “Come on in if you dare.” As soon as they stepped inside, the smell of burnt garlic hit them.

			Chase made a face. “Beth’s cooking, huh? Hi, Stacy, Gordon.” When Annie lightly smacked his arm, he flinched. “What?”

			“Be nice to your sister. Ethan probably burns food too. Don’t you?” she asked.

			“All the time, sure, I do.” He gave her a thumbs-up and a tense smile as everyone chuckled.

			“Oh, boy. This should be good.” Stacy patted the seat next to her on the couch. “Come sit and watch them dig themselves deeper, Annie. Gordon and I are having a blast so far.”

			Annie grinned. “It’s always a good, fun time, watching this crew go ‘round and ‘round. Just think—it hardly ever turns to bloodshed either.”

			Gordon laughed, quickly turning it into a cough when both Ethan and Chase shot him perturbed glares. “Allergies. Yep.”

			There was a loud, metallic clatter from the kitchen, and Ethan winced. “Excuse me.” He hurried through the open room to the back of the house. “Beth, you’re going to burn yourself!”

			“I’m not completely incompetent in the kitchen, thank you very much, Ethan Moore. And this bread? I set the oven to the right temperature. I did exactly what the box said to do. And it still burned!” There was another loud clang. “Explain that to me, please?”

			Ethan’s response was muted. Beth’s groan was not.

			“Of course they’re here.” She poked her head around the corner of the kitchen, her cheeks red, and smiled at everyone. “Welcome to Bedlam. Ahh, here comes the last lunatic.” She waved at Jason, who had just come up on the porch.

			“Do you need some help?” Annie asked.

			“No. I need an oven that isn’t older than dirt. Where did you get that thing?” she asked Ethan as he came out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel.

			“It came with the house. I’ve never had any problem with it.”

			Beth rolled her eyes. “Dratted thing must be a female. I have a reputation to protect now that I’m finally able to do more than boil water, and that stove is determined to sabotage me. It has to go.”

			“Hey, what’s going on, everyone?” Jason asked as he came in. “What’s that smell? Oh, Beth’s cooking. Do we need to order pizza?”

			Hands on her hips, Beth tsked him. “Oh, et tu, Jason? No dessert for you. Come on, everyone. Most of dinner is ready. We’re having spaghetti and salad without bread, ha-ha. Hope that’s okay. Where’s Hannah?”

			“She can’t make it tonight. She asked me to tell everyone hi,” Jason said as everyone took their seats around the table.

			“Hi back,” Beth said. “Did Joely and the folks get on the road okay this morning, Annie?”

			“As far as I know,” she answered. “They left about ten, and things seemed pretty normal to me.”

			“Maybe they were normal for Mom, Dad, and the kid, but I got a phone call this afternoon from Ethel,” Chase added.

			Beth and Jason shot him a sympathetic wince.

			“What did she want?” Jason asked.

			Chase shrugged. “Not much. Some attention, some great-grandchildren, the usual. Oh, and Beth, she wanted to know if she could borrow Ethan for the weekend. I think she’s feeling lonely now that J.R.’s gone.”

			Ethan, who had just taken a large sip of his tea, choked. He turned away from the table, swearing, coughing, and sputtering, as Annie and the siblings laughed.

			“The hell she did,” Ethan said once he could speak, glaring at Chase. “That isn’t funny.”

			“What are we missing?” Gordon asked, exchanging a confused look with Stacy.

			Annie passed him the salad. “Apparently their grandmother thinks Beth should have married some stuffy accountant or something and kept Ethan as a lover. After having a couple heirs, of course.”

			“Wow…” Stacy pursed her lips, clearly torn between laughter and stunned shock. “That had to be an interesting conversation. Is she always like that?”

			“Oh, she’s something else,” Jason said dryly. “Pass the meatballs, please.”

			“You know, my family is strange, but that…” Gordon said. “That’s pretty ballsy.”

			“We’ll let you adopt her if you want. She’d probably think you’d make an ideal lover too,” Beth said in an offhand manner. When there was utter silence at the table, she looked up to find everyone glancing nervously between her and Ethan. “What?”

			Ethan was glowering at her down the length of the table. “You might want to expand on that remark a little.”

			“Um, okay… which remark? Adopting Ethel?” As what she’d said dawned on her, her eyes grew huge. “Oh, my God. I didn’t mean it like that!”

			Back before she and Ethan had figured out their relationship, Beth and Gordon had become fast friends. Their closeness was something Ethan had had a bit of difficulty learning to accept.

			Ethan crossed his arms. “Then how did you mean it exactly?”

			Chase couldn’t tell if Ethan was truly angry or just pulling Beth’s leg. Across the table, Gordon looked as though he would rather be anywhere except where he was.

			“I meant… he’s just… oooh. You know I didn’t mean a thing by that, you stubborn man. He’s dark and tall and a little exotic-looking. You’re both alpha males. Apparently that’s her type. No offense, Gordon.” She kept her eyes on Ethan, who was tapping his fingers against his arm.

			Gordon waved. “None taken. But if I’m going to get the crap beaten out of me, can I finish dinner first? It was a long day.”

			“Even guys like you and me deserve a last meal, I suppose,” Ethan said. The tiniest hint of a smile appeared on his lips, then he laughed. He picked up his fork and pointed it at Beth. “You I’ll deal with later.”

			“Is that a promise?” she asked, her smile wicked.

			He grinned, a flush highlighting his cheekbones as the air between them fairly crackled. “Absolutely. Geez, people, lighten up. It was a joke.”

			The tension at the table evaporated as everyone chided him.

			“It’s almost as bad as knowing your parents have sex, you know?” Jason said to Chase. They both grimaced as laughter spread, and the meal resumed.

			“So not to be nosy, but what’s the deal with your grandmother?” Stacy asked. “Why doesn’t she like Ethan?”

			“It isn’t just Ethan,” Jason said. “She’s never approved of Mom either. Grandma thinks the Olman blood is beneath the Hudsons’.”

			“When Mom and Dad got married and Dad decided to stay in medical school instead of going to law school, Ethel and J.R. basically cut him off,” Chase said. “If it hadn’t been for Pops and Grandma, he probably wouldn’t have been able to finish school.”

			“I’ve never understood that,” Ethan said, “why she thinks Jackie is so far beneath her. Even after seeing the family dynamics from the inside, it doesn’t make any sense.”

			“Ethel’s biggest problem is that she buys into the whole aristocratic lineage crap that her mother always spouted off,” Beth explained. “But do you know what Chase has dug up?”

			“You had a pirate in the family tree?” Gordon asked, smiling.

			Chase laughed. “Even better. We had two horse thieves, one of whom was hanged for such, and a great-grandmother of ill repute who was won in a card game by the first horse thief, married him, then ran off with the other after the first one’s death. Plus, we come from the Scots-Irish clan with the worst of the worst reputations, so bad they were run out of Ireland on a rail. And that’s only the Chase side. Ethel swears I made it all up, but it’s true. We’re no more blue bloods than any mongrel pup.”

			“Oh, and Ethel’s named after the fallen woman,” Jason chimed in. “How’s that for irony?”

			Gordon raised his glass. “I knew there was a reason I liked you people. You make me feel like I fit right in the mix.”

			Glasses were lifted all around the table in a toast.

			“I don’t know how ironic it is, really—that Ethel’s named after the harlot,” Ethan said. “Considering she advised her grandchildren to marry and take lovers afterward. Sounds rather fitting to me actually.”

			“Did you just call our grandmother a harlot?” Chase asked, surprised.

			“In a roundabout way, I suppose I did. Want an apology?”

			“After what happened the other day? No. Besides, it’s nothing more than the truth.”

			“Not to change the subject,” Jason said, “but what’s going on with this letter I’ve heard about?”

			Chase sat back in his chair and covered the high points. “Stacy took it down to Louisville for analysis. Any word yet, Gordon?”

			“Nothing good. There weren’t any fingerprints on it that didn’t fit. As a matter of fact, the technician who examined the card and letter said that the paper had been rubbed down as best she could tell. There wasn’t any DNA on the glued parts of the envelope, and they’re waiting to test under the stamp. There was no trace evidence. Unless some of the contents of the letter give us a clue, the only thing we can do is send it out for profiling.”

			“They did a profile on the suspected killer earlier this year, didn’t they?” Annie asked. “I think I remember hearing that.”

			Gordon nodded. “They did. They’ll take the letter and compare it to their profile. It won’t prove it’s the same guy, but it could give us an idea if it’s someone else. Which we all are pretty sure it isn’t.”

			“So where does this leave the investigation?” Ethan asked.

			“Basically at the same place it was until something else happens.” Gordon shrugged. “Except that now we know this guy is aware of Chase and some of you may be in danger, which I believe makes this a complete and total cluster—you get the gist. Sorry, gang.”

			Chase sipped his water. “So what do you propose we do about that threat?”

			Gordon looked at Beth and Annie. “The killer seems to think the two of you are Chase’s Achilles’ heels. That doesn’t mean he won’t target someone else close to you, so everyone should be careful, but the two of you especially need to be alert. I’m sure you’ll be sticking pretty close to Beth until we get a break?” he asked Ethan, who nodded. “Good.”

			“I’ll be staying at the guesthouse with Annie until we can get a security system installed there,” Chase said.

			It was testament to the seriousness of the situation that no one teased them about the arrangement.

			“And after that?” Jason asked. “No offense meant, Annie. I know you can take care of yourself, but a security system is only good if you’re in the house, it’s armed, and no one tries to break in. What if the guy waits for you outside some evening?”

			“I don’t know,” she confessed. “I carry pepper spray, and I’ve had multiple self-defense classes, as you know. Beyond being vigilant and not being stupid, what should I do? Stay in the house day and night? Those aren’t options.”

			“The department’s going to increase patrols out here—we already have, as a matter of fact,” Stacy chimed in. “That will help some, but I agree it isn’t enough. The best option would be for you to not be alone. Are you still not a fan of guns?”

			Annie shook her head. “No, I’m not. And please don’t take this the wrong way, but last year, a gun didn’t do Beth any good. She carries, and look what happened.”

			Beth sighed. “I know, but I still feel safer with a gun than without. I have another question. What happens if you can’t catch this guy? How long do we put our lives on hold for this man?”

			Chase clenched his hands into fists under the table. “I don’t want to hear that we might not catch him, damn it. And I don’t want to hear that we might not be able to protect you all.”

			“That’s why the ladies do what they can and we do our parts as well,” Gordon said, shaking his head. “As for how long you put your lives on hold, you don’t. Not beyond taking extra-careful precautions. Right now, the threat is so nebulous it may never come to anything. And by cowering in fear, that’s giving him a power he doesn’t deserve.”

			“Why haven’t the Feds taken over Kiely’s case? No offense to the cops in Lexington, but wouldn’t you do a better job?” Ethan asked.

			“I was wondering that myself,” Chase added.

			“Unfortunately, it isn’t that simple,” Gordon said. “I can investigate the letter Chase received. It crossed state lines and was sent via the USPS, which makes the letter’s case federal jurisdiction. However, as much as we all know that letter is from the killer, there’s no absolute proof. Until and unless we have that proof, we can’t jump in and take Kiely’s case away from Lexington. Right now, the letter is circumstantial evidence, and it’s only a big hunch that Kiely’s murder is connected to those other eight we’re investigating. The profile fits, but again, that’s someone’s opinion. And there’s another complication.”

			“Oh, I can’t wait to hear this,” Chase said, on the verge of losing his temper for real as he considered all the things that could go wrong with no end of this mess in sight. “It just gets better and better.”

			Gordon sent him a look full of sympathy. “I did a little digging around, and it appears that Neal Bledsoe, Kiely’s brother-in-law, has a friend or two in the Lexington police department.”

			“What kind of friends?” Annie asked.

			“The kind with power,” Gordon said. “The kind you can’t ignore. I still have a friend or two down there myself, in the Commonwealth’s Attorney’s office, and they tell me that there’s speculation about the new detective they have on the case—Greg Hart. He may or may not be in Bledsoe’s pocket. I’ve talked to him a time or two. He seemed to know what he was doing, acted interested in solving the case, but you can never tell. Bledsoe’s a state representative with a lot of money behind him, and money talks. That would be bad enough, but Bledsoe’s convinced that Chase is responsible for Kiely’s death, and I’m afraid his influence is going to affect the investigation into these letters.”

			“So we have a killer who’s sending letters after ten years of silence, a detective who may or may not be crooked, and a politician who has the money and influence to wield a heavy sword if need be and has a personal vendetta against Chase. And it’s an election year in Kentucky,” Beth said. “Does that about sum it up?”

			“Pretty much,” Gordon replied. “You left out the part about little to no evidence connecting Kiely’s murder to the others.”

			“Oh, well. We certainly can’t forget that.” She swore under her breath. “We’re all going to be in hock up to our eyeballs with Mom’s swear jar before this is over. I’m glad they aren’t here to see this right now.”

			Ethan stood and went into the kitchen for dessert. He was frowning thoughtfully as he came back in with a cake and plates. “Gordon, do you have anything up your sleeve? Anything at all?”

			Gordon hesitated. “I might have one thing, but I can’t tell you about it. No offense. I need to follow proper channels on this.”

			“None taken,” Ethan assured him. “But tell us this—do you think it will work?”

			“I have no idea, but it’s all I have, so I’m hoping it does. Unless this guy decides to make another move, we’re pretty much stuck in the mud.”

			“Then God help us, I hope he makes another move soon,” Beth said. “And that it’s a stupid one that doesn’t cost anyone even a drop of spilled blood or tears.”

			There was a chorus of agreement around the table, and as they accepted slices of cake, they made a concerted effort to lighten the mood, if only briefly.

			Looking around at most of the people he loved and many of the people he loved most, Chase had to force himself to take a deep breath and let it out slowly. He rolled his shoulders against the tension building there and tried to relax. There was nothing he hated more than waiting for the next shoe to drop, and he had a bad feeling the game was only getting started.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Amy Lynn Bledsoe’s day had been crazy from the start, as most of her days tended to be by this point in an election year. So far, things were going well enough, and unless something went drastically wrong, Neal would be reelected to his third term in November. But there was still a lot of glad-handing and making nice that had to be done to keep his constituents happy, and that meant hectic schedules for him and her both.

			Since a strong rumor was floating around Frankfort and beyond that Neal was on the short list of candidates for Kentucky’s Speaker of the House, this election season was perhaps more important than previous ones. Being named Speaker was an honor that suited Neal and Amy Lynn’s ambitions just fine. He was on the fast track to the governor’s mansion, and they both knew it. To that end, her days were often filled with hours of committee meetings, honorary luncheons, and other politically motivated engagements.

			Today was no different. The morning had begun with a breakfast at the local historical society. From there, she’d gone to a luncheon with the Chamber of Commerce, and now she was on her way home to prepare for an important but boring dinner at the country club with the political party leaders.

			“I love you dearly, husband, but sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I’d married that coal operator Mama wanted me to,” she said to herself. “Some days, I’d give my right boob to be a soccer mom.”

			Reaching home, she pulled into the garage with a sigh of relief. She was looking forward to getting inside, where the air conditioner was on high, slipping off the shoes that had been pinching all day, and downing a tall, cold glass of white wine. If she had planned well, she should have a half hour to herself before chaos regained the upper hand.

			Unfortunately, when she opened the door from the garage, she walked into a full-on sibling battle. Alexis, her fourteen-year-old daughter, had her twelve-year-old brother, Evan, cornered in the kitchen. Eight-year-old Gage stood by, his eyes filling with tears when he saw his mother. Sobbing, he ran to her.

			“I know you took it,” Alexis shouted, her fist drawn back in an obvious threat. “So where is it, you little turd?”

			Evan’s eyes were wide with terror, and he saw Amy Lynn before Alexis did. “Mom, make her stop! I didn’t take her stupid iPod.”

			Amy Lynn gave Gage a hug. “Go on to your room, honey,” she told him as she hurried into the kitchen. “Alexis Jianne, you lower that arm and your voice. What the hell is going on here?” Both children started talking at the same time, and she had to shout in order to be heard over the clamor. “Stop! Both of you! Shut it now!” When they had quieted down, she looked at Alexis. “Explain.”

			Alexis crossed her arms with a sulky pout but kept her glare leveled on her brother. “My iPod’s gone. He took it. I know he did. And I want it back.”

			Amy Lynn closed her eyes, praying for patience. “Evan, did you take your sister’s iPod?”

			Before she even finished her question, he was shaking his head. “I didn’t, I swear. I don’t want her stinkin’ iPod. I have my own.”

			She studied Evan’s face carefully but didn’t see any of his usual tells. “Okay, Evan, go to your room.”

			“Mom!” Alexis started, outraged.

			Amy Lynn held up her hand for silence, and Alexis’s cheeks turned a mottled shade of red. “Lexi, he doesn’t have it. Go search your room again. When you find the iPod, bring it to me.”

			Alexis stomped off, and Amy Lynn leaned back against the island with a sigh. The older Alexis got, the more she reminded Amy Lynn of Kiely. Her quick temper, her bloodthirsty bent for vengeance when she thought she had been wronged, was Kiely all over again—and not in a good way. When Alexis acted out the way she had just now, Amy Lynn knew she and Neal were in for a long, rough road.

			“You get what you get. You know that.”

			The moment of self-pity over, she pushed away from the island and moved to the wine cooler, where she pulled out an open bottle of pinot blanc. She poured herself a glass and quickly downed half. She refilled the glass to the top and headed upstairs to her office. With an almost angry kick, she removed her shoes and settled in behind her desk to go through the household mail. Near the bottom of the pile was a small package.

			Amy frowned as she tried to read the label. Since no one was around to see, she pulled her reading glasses out from one of the desk’s pigeonholes. Trying again, she saw that the package had been mailed from Lexington. The address wasn’t one she recognized.

			For a moment or two, she debated whether to open it. Being the wife of a politician, she was well aware of the dangers mysterious packages could represent. Throwing caution to the wind, she gave the package a gentle shake. She felt the contents shift, but they didn’t rattle. Since it didn’t explode in her face, she figured she could go ahead and open it, and she pulled the tab on the side of the small box.

			With the cardboard unzipped, she lifted the flap and saw that the contents were wrapped securely in tissue paper. There was a card on top, so she reached for that first. When she opened it and saw that it was an anniversary card, she smiled. Neal was a month early, but she supposed it was the thought that counted. However, the card wasn’t his style. It was gaudy, bold, and red. She opened the card and started reading, and by the time she’d reached the end of the letter, she felt as though all the blood had drained out of her head.

			“No, it can’t be,” she whispered.

			Her hands shook violently around the tissue-wrapped contents. When she unfolded the wrapping, she stopped, horrified. For several heartbeats, she stared at what was in the package. Then she screamed.

			“Mom?” Alexis was the first to reach her, the boys not far behind.

			“It’s just a mouse. It ran down the hall, but it startled me. That’s all. Go back to your rooms.” She shooed them out the door.

			The boys rushed out, dashing down the hall with enthusiasm as they searched for the nonexistent marauder. Alexis was a harder sell.

			“A mouse? You screamed like that for a mouse?” Arms crossed, she was eyeing Amy Lynn with pure speculation.

			“Yes, I did. Now go back to your room, young lady.”

			She couldn’t move until Alexis had stalked back to her bedroom and slammed the door. When she lifted a hand to brush her hair back, it was shaking so hard it looked palsied. “God help us.”

			Sick to her stomach, she closed the door and walked back to her desk to stare at the floor in front of the chair. The package rested where she had let it fall, thankfully upside down. It would have been an absolute disaster if the kids had seen the contents.

			She pushed the chair back and sat down heavily on the springy cushion. A wave of sickening adrenaline had coursed through her when she’d realized what she held, and now she was coming down from that rush. She wanted to do nothing more than collapse in tears, but that sort of weakness wasn’t an option.

			Barely able to grasp the receiver of the phone on her desk, she cursed and finally managed to pick it up, then dialed the number for Neal’s office. When his receptionist answered, Amy Lynn identified herself.

			“Pansy, I need to talk to him,” she said. “I don’t care how busy he is. I have an emergency here at the house.”

			The woman transferred the call immediately, and within seconds, Neal was on the line. “Amy Lynn? Pansy said there’s an emergency.”

			The sound of her husband’s voice brought tears to her eyes, but she ruthlessly bit her lip and stopped them from falling. “Yes, there is. I need you to come home. It’s about Kiely.”

			“I’m on my way.”

			Her mind churning, she paced her office while she waited for Neal. “That bastard! How dare he come in my house? Touch my daughter’s belongings?” She picked up the wine glass and downed the contents. “I don’t care what it takes, Chase Hudson. You’ll pay for this.”

			Hearing Neal on the stairs, she hurried to the door and let him in.

			“Did the kids see you?” she asked as she closed the door.

			“The boys are downstairs looking for a mouse. What’s going on?” he asked.

			“I screamed, and that’s what I told them was wrong.” She pointed at the package. “Don’t touch it. It’s from her killer. There’s a card and a letter, and God help us, he was here!”

			Neal crouched and used an ink pen to turn the package over. At her words, he looked up. “What do you mean ‘he was here’?”

			“I mean he was in this house! Alexis’s iPod and Kiely’s garter are in that box. God only knows what else he took.” Amy Lynn sank down into her chair. “You have to do something, damn it!”

			“I will.” He picked up the phone and dialed a number. “I know who to call.”

			“Who?”

			Neal didn’t answer, talking into the phone instead. “Greg? It’s Neal Bledsoe. You know that favor I talked to you about?” When the other man responded, Neal smiled. “Yeah, that one. It’s time for me to call it in.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			The shoe dropped early Wednesday morning when Gordon got a phone call at his office in Louisville, a week after Chase had received his letter. He was surprised to hear Greg Hart on the other end of the line given the man’s less-than-helpful attitude during their previous conversations.

			“You busy?” the detective from Lexington asked.

			Gordon laughed. “I’m always busy, you know that. What’s going on?”

			“Kiely Turner’s sister received a package yesterday afternoon. Guess who it’s from?”

			The words sent a cold chill across Gordon’s shoulders. “You have got to be kidding me. What was in it?”

			There was a brief pause before Hart answered. “That’s the creepy part. There was an anniversary card similar to what Chase Hudson received, complete with a letter. However, Amy Lynn also got a couple of gifts in her package, and those are what freaked her out. They were things from inside her own home.”

			Gordon straightened in his chair, chilled. “What do you mean ‘from inside’ her home? What kind of stuff was it?”

			“Well, he took Kiely’s high school prom garter, and they think he took her diary, maybe a picture or two. The creepiest part is that he apparently went into their teenage daughter’s bedroom, because he sent the girl’s iPod along with the garter. The Bledsoes are pretty freaked out about that.”

			“I can imagine. Where are the package and its contents now?” Gordon stood to pace as much as the phone cord would allow.

			“I have them. The state boys brought the whole thing down last night. Since your lab is handling the other package, I wondered if you might want to process this one as well.”

			“Damn straight we do. The more evidence we can get in the same lab, the better chance we’ll have at linking this guy to the other killings and catching him.”

			“Can we do that without giving you jurisdiction?” the detective asked. “I’m not convinced Kiely Turner’s murder is linked to those others.”

			Gordon had been afraid of that. “Yes, that shouldn’t be a problem. I guess we’re going to have to agree to disagree for now on the cases being linked. When can you get that package to me?”

			“I figured I’d drive up now. So if you’re available in about an hour, I’ll meet you.”

			“I can make the time. Head on up.”

			Ending the call, Gordon sat down and glared at his blotter. He was impatient to see what the package contained. The past week had been a busy one, with several other cases taking precedence over the investigation into the murders. Today was his first day back in the Louisville office as he’d been sent to western Kentucky for the first part of the week.

			“Shit, fuck, and damn me all to hell, this is not good.”

			Deciding it might be a good idea to let his supervisor know what was up, he stood and went to her office. Fran had been in charge of the department for two years now, and Gordon respected and liked her. She was fair, sharp, and willing to stick her neck out for her agents if need be.

			At his light knock, she looked up from the paperwork on her desk.

			“You have a minute?”

			“Sure,” Fran Connell said. “Come in.”

			“Greg Hart from Lexington PD just called. The card Chase Hudson got last week? Well, the victim’s sister received one yesterday.” He told her what Hart had said about the package.

			She sat back and folded her hands in her lap. “What do you need from me?”

			“Permission to put this at the top of my list and keep it there. Hart doesn’t want to give up jurisdiction, and that might be a problem.”

			“That could be a big problem. I know you have something else in mind. Why don’t you tell me what it is?” she suggested in a firm tone.

			Gordon chuckled without humor. “You know me too well. I want to exhume Kiely’s body. I think we might get lucky and find some DNA if she’s still intact. They weren’t able to get anything at the first autopsy, but technology’s advanced since then.”

			“Exhumation? Really, Gordon?” she asked skeptically. “That’s pretty extreme, don’t you think?”

			“No, I don’t. Here’s why—without DNA or some other solid evidence, we aren’t going to be able to link these cases. And without that evidence, Kiely’s family is going to try to hang Chase for her murder. I can feel it.”

			She went to the coffee pot she kept in her office, offering him a mug. “As often as you have these gut feelings, and as accurate as they usually are, you know I can’t take that to a judge and ask for an exhumation order.”

			“I know. This is a little more complicated than just my gut feeling,” he said. “This guy is escalating. He’s bored with what he’s been doing. Killing isn’t enough of a challenge for him anymore. Now he’s drawing in family members of previous victims. So there’s that to consider.”

			“Okay. Good start, but what else do you have?”

			Gordon took a deep breath and closed the door. “This is between you and me and the desk,” he said, leaning forward and speaking low. “I made some calls last week, talked to some people in Lexington and in Frankfort. Bledsoe is up for Speaker this session if he wins reelection. If he can nail the SOB who killed his sister-in-law, he’s practically assured the position. That family has never made any secret of the fact that they want to see Chase swing for Kiely’s murder. With them receiving these cards and the ten-year anniversary coming up? That’s a lot of motivation for Bledsoe to push this investigation using whatever tactics he can. It won’t matter to him so much if they don’t get the right man. By the time everything is all sorted out, he’ll be cemented in the capitol.”

			Her brows drew together as she perched on the edge of her desk. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

			“I mean, by fair means or foul, he will see Chase Hudson prosecuted for that crime. And Chase didn’t kill Kiely. I know he didn’t.”

			Fran sat forward, and he could see that she was choosing her words carefully. “Is it possible—possible, mind you—that your friendship with the man could be influencing your perception of his innocence?”

			“That’s a fair question but no. As an investigator, I’ve gone back over the case file on Kiely’s murder more than once, and there’s nothing that remotely indicates Chase was responsible. He had as airtight an alibi as he could have—witnesses from the CA’s office, including the guy who’s prosecutor now. There were no physical injuries to indicate he’d gotten into an altercation with Kiely. We know from the autopsy report that she fought her killer, and there would have been evidence of that on Chase. Did he have motive? Maybe you could argue that he did, and this is where my friendship with Chase does come into play. He’d have been hurt, he’d have been furious by what happened between them, but murderously angry? No.”

			“Then I’m a little confused as to why you’re worried. If his alibi is as solid as you say it is, there shouldn’t be anything to be concerned about.”

			Gordon placed his coffee mug on the desk and ran a hand over his jaw. “I know there shouldn’t be, but I’m still worried. There’s a lot of chatter in Lexington, rumors that something is going on behind the scenes. And to be blunt, I’m not sure Bledsoe hasn’t got Greg Hart in his pocket and isn’t using him to plant evidence. Hell, for all we know, Greg Hart is the one sending the cards.”

			Fran was stunned by the allegation. “That’s pretty harsh.”

			He held up a hand. “I know. I have absolutely no proof whatsoever, so I need to be careful and watch what I say in public. I will be. But I want you to know what I’m thinking, what I’m hearing.”

			She moved to stare out the window for a couple of minutes. After a hard sigh, her mouth tightened. “You have a favor you can use, if I recall correctly. From Judge Perlman?”

			“I do.” Gordon had worked on a case a few months back that involved a powerful district judge and had managed to save the man significant public embarrassment by handling the case quietly and within the confines of the law. “I hate using favors like that, but I’m willing to make an exception for Chase and for Kiely. What about jurisdiction?”

			Fran huffed. “Well, the letter Chase Hudson received gives us a little leverage. You can probably use it to cover yourself with the exhumation even. I’m not sure about wresting away the whole case. You might have to be satisfied with what you can get there. However, that being said, I’ll make some calls to Lexington. I have a few connections myself, and I might be able to get Hart’s supervisors to agree to letting us take point. Keep me up to date, Gordon.”

			He thanked her and went back to his desk to make the call to Judge Perlman. He wanted to try to have the exhumation process started before he tipped his hand to Hart.

			The decision to pursue exhumation wasn’t one Gordon had made lightly. He understood the pain and suffering, the emptiness that resulted from losing a loved one. He also acknowledged that what he was about to instigate would probably have far-reaching consequences once Kiely’s family found out about it. They would have to be notified about the exhumation, probably after it had taken place. That notification wasn’t something he was looking forward to.

			But the truth was more important than preserving people’s feelings or even careers. Gordon was prepared to use every last card he had to make sure the absolute truth came out even if it meant causing more pain for those who had loved Kiely. He was that certain of Chase’s innocence and of the danger to his freedom. Additionally, focusing on Chase was distracting everyone from finding the real killer, and that was a danger to the public and community at large.

			Having Kiely’s remains exhumed was a card Gordon had hoped not to have to play, but he was afraid it would turn out to be Chase’s only hope.

			“You’re doing the right thing,” he told himself as he punched the judge’s private number into his cell phone. “Let’s hope the price we all pay isn’t too high.”

			[image: ]

			A couple of hours later, Gordon’s concern had morphed into full-blown alarm. Using one of the small meeting rooms at FBI Headquarters in Louisville, he and Detective Hart reviewed the contents of the package Amy Lynn had received. They were damning, and Gordon could well understand why the Bledsoes had been so upset. They had every right to be, and he couldn’t fault them for their alarm. Aside from the card and the letter, which were upsetting enough, as Hart had said, the killer had included Kiely’s garter and the daughter’s iPod.

			“I have a theory about when they were taken,” Hart said. “Bledsoe and his wife held a fundraiser at their home this past week. Most of the activities were out of doors, but anyone could have sneaked into house.” He handed Gordon a document. “Here’s the guest list, and we should have the names of the staff who were present shortly.”

			Gordon read through the list and was surprised by a few of the names. “What kind of fundraiser was it?”

			Hart stretched his arms over his head. “Barbecue, bluegrass, and booze. Typical rustic country-club fundraiser, fifteen hundred dollars a plate. Not cheap.” When Gordon shot him an astonished look, Hart shrugged. “Apparently it was full of coal operators and old eastern Kentucky money, which are usually two sides of the same coin. You can see from the list that there were over a hundred people there.”

			Gordon whistled. “The representative must be popular. Fifteen hundred a plate in this economy? For a guy no one outside Kentucky has heard of? Damn.” He glanced back at the list. “Anyone on this stand out to you?”

			“Not really. Oh, there are a couple of names that I hadn’t expected to see, and a few I did expect but weren’t there, but nothing that sent up any red flags.” He laughed at Gordon’s continued amazement. “Come on, man, you can’t be that surprised at the money. How long have you worked in this office? You should know by now that some of the wealthiest people in this state live over near Ashland and Pikeville. A good chunk of them are on that list.”

			“I’ve worked mainly in this division and with the field offices in the western part of the state. And yes, I’ve heard the rumors about eastern Kentucky money. Hell, I grew up there. But this is the first time I’ve really seen evidence of its existence with my own two eyes.” Gordon shook the paper for emphasis.

			Hart snorted. “I guess you’ve never worked much with Kentucky politics then. That’s a whole other world, man, and the stuff that goes on in the eastern half of the state? It’d make your hair curl.” He changed the subject. “Why is it you’re so convinced Chase Hudson is innocent? You think the Bledsoes are deliberately trying to railroad him?”

			“I don’t know if railroad is the right word for it. I think it’s more that Kiely’s family wants it to be Chase so badly they’re hell-bent determined to make it stick whether it’s the truth or not. Add to that the fact that a conviction wouldn’t hurt Bledsoe politically, and I’m concerned the investigation is going to go in a completely wrong direction when it’s heating up again. We can’t afford to lose traction chasing a red herring. That’s all.”

			“So you really don’t think Hudson killed her?”

			Gordon was shaking his head before Hart finished asking the question. “Absolutely not. My friendship with Chase aside, he has about as airtight an alibi as he could have. The night Kiely disappeared, he was working in the Commonwealth’s Attorney’s office. Several unimpeachable witnesses saw him. You’ve read the case file. What do you think?”

			“I think witness statements have to be taken with a grain of salt even coming out of the CA’s office.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me.” The somberness of the detective’s expression triggered Gordon’s instincts. “What aren’t you saying?”

			“Take that case across the river in Indiana—the state trooper. He had eleven eyewitnesses. Didn’t do him much good,” Hart reminded Gordon as he stood. “Besides, several of the witnesses from the original investigation aren’t available anymore. Out of the six who gave statements, three are dead, and one’s so wasted on drugs she can’t remember what she had for breakfast this morning, much less a late shift she worked ten years ago.”

			“That leaves two reliable witnesses,” Gordon argued as he walked the other man out. “One’s your current prosecutor.”

			“It does, and he is,” Hart conceded. “However, both of those witnesses left the office for a late dinner break. They were gone for about ninety minutes, and that’s ninety minutes where your guy has no alibi.”

			They were quiet as they waited for the elevator.

			Once they got on and the doors closed, Gordon asked, “What are the chances you’d be willing to turn this investigation over to us?”

			Hart smiled, and Gordon couldn’t help thinking the expression was a little smug. “Not great. There’s no reason for us to do that.”

			“Not even if it leads to the capture of Kiely’s killer?”

			The detective snorted. “And what makes you think you have a better shot at that than we do, Agent Gordon?”

			“No offense, but as good as the LPD is, they don’t have the reach of the FBI.”

			“No, and we also don’t have someone with a vested interest in seeing the best suspect we have walk away scot-free either.”

			It was all Gordon could do to hold his tongue, and he counted to twenty, trying to calm down. He used the walk through the lobby to control his temper, not wanting to get into a screaming match.

			“I could say the same thing, Detective. Except I think you probably have an interest in seeing Chase Hudson on death row. Now what exactly do you think that interest might be based around?” he drawled as they reached the street. “Money or power?”

			The detective’s face turned red, and Gordon was surprised when the man let the remarks go.

			“Agent, you do what you have to do, and I’ll do the same,” Hart said flatly. “You will call me with the results from the lab about this package, right? I don’t need to worry about taking it to the state crime lab?”

			“No, Detective, I’ll be in touch.”

			Hart turned and went to his vehicle without another word.

			“Arrogant son of a bitch,” Gordon muttered as he walked back inside. “Now I know you’re up to something. If you’d been innocent, you would have bitten my head off when I called you crooked.” And that confirmation scared him more than just about anything ever had.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Chase’s work week had been quiet but busy, for which he was grateful. By the time he’d gotten the security system installed in the guesthouse, he figured Annie was glad to see the back of him and Murphy. There had been an unfortunate incident with some of her brand-new lingerie, which Murphy had appropriated on the last day of their stay. Chase had offered to make restitution, but it hadn’t gone well.

			From the way she’d slammed the door as they were leaving, he knew he had some big-time apologizing to do. Looking back, his laughter over the cat’s antics probably hadn’t helped. The fact that it had happened when the security guy was installing the system had added injury to insult.

			That had happened Sunday afternoon. It was now late Thursday morning, and he thought he had finally figured out exactly what he needed to do to make the incident up to Annie. His salvation had come that morning in the guise of an eighty-year-old client.

			Nancy Bolen was a sharp, no-nonsense lady who had been a client of Chase’s for nearly two years. The mother of Leroy’s current mayor, William Bolen, and the widow of the late president of Leroy’s largest bank, Nancy wielded a great deal of influence throughout Olman County society.

			Despite being something of a recluse—or perhaps because of it—she was regarded as a queen in the area’s upper social circles. She didn’t suffer fools gladly, and she wasn’t close to what anyone would consider a warm and cuddly grandmother. The acerbic woman was one of Chase’s favorite people.

			Every two months, they met to go over her estate, and every time she came into the office, she brought him a challenge. This morning, she’d also brought a bouquet of showy flowers, which she had thrust at Chase as he moved to greet her.

			Surprised, he’d responded with a grin. “Does this mean we’re courting?”

			Nancy snorted and took a seat in his office.

			“Nellia, can you get a vase for me please?” he asked.

			“Sure can. Those are beautiful.”

			He sniffed the bouquet as he headed down the hall after Nancy. “Yes, they are.”

			She waited for him to close the door and take his own seat before she spoke. “Do you know what those are, young man?”

			He traced the petal of a blossom. “No, but they look familiar. Are these from your gardens?” She had some of the most extensive in the region, and the most coveted, though few people had been privileged enough to gain entry to them.

			She tilted her head with a puzzled frown. “They are from my garden, yes. You say they seem familiar?” When he nodded, her gaze narrowed. “I find that interesting, Counselor. As far as I was aware, you haven’t been to my home.”

			He quirked an eyebrow. “I haven’t been, and you well know it. But I don’t understand why that has anything to do with these flowers.”

			“Those flowers are an heirloom cabbage rose, which is quite rare in this day and age. I’m not aware of anyone else hereabouts who has anything remotely similar.”

			“Ahh, now that makes sense. I have a friend who collects heirloom seeds and plants and grows them in her greenhouse. Well, she did collect them. She had a fire recently, and the greenhouse was destroyed.”

			“Are you talking about the young lady who owned the flower shop downtown? The one whose name yours has been linked with in recent months?”

			To his chagrin, Chase felt a flush crawl up his neck. “Yes, that’s her. Annie Tucker.”

			Nancy studied him without speaking, her finger tapping her lips. “She must be devastated to have lost all her plants, I would imagine.”

			“She is. She’s planning to rebuild, but these have been a rough few weeks for her.”

			“For you as well, I would imagine. If she’s the kind of person I suspect, given the sparkle in your eyes when you talk about her, I’d like to meet her. I would think someone who cares enough to preserve and care for heirloom plants in their spare time, as well as working with flowers in their professional life, would take a lot of solace in her plants. Where is she now? As I recall, she lived over that shop.”

			He wasn’t surprised she knew that—Nancy kept a close eye on the town and everyone in it. “She’s staying at the guesthouse at my parents’ farm. She’s been doing a little with Mom’s flowers, but Annie’s afraid to step on her toes.”

			Nancy nodded. “Don’t want to alienate a landlord, never mind a potential mother-in-law. That’s smart.”

			“Now, Nancy…”

			She raised her eyebrow and silently dared him to contradict her assessment. “I’ll tell you what, young Hudson. If you think she’d be interested, bring your young lady out to my house. This weekend or the next would be good. She and I can discuss flowers, and maybe I can do something to make her feel a little less devastated, share some cuttings when she’s ready or the like.”

			Chase was humbled and more than a little touched by Nancy’s offer. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you. That means a lot to me, you know. I know it isn’t a small thing for you to let someone into your refuge.”

			She waved dismissively, but her cheeks were pink with pleasure. “Go on with you. Now, let’s get to this business I came here to discuss.”

			Once that was done, he walked her to the reception area. “I’ll try to bring Annie out this weekend if she’s available. Thank you.”

			As she left, she patted his cheek the way she usually did, this time with a little extra sparkle in her eyes.

			Now, with it being nearly noon, he was finishing up the morning’s paperwork and trying to get the nerve up to call Annie. Finally reaching the end of his patience with himself, he picked up the phone and made the call.

			She answered on the third ring. “I was starting to wonder if you were ever going to call me or if you were still running scared, sending surrogates out to check on me.”

			He’d enlisted Beth, Ethan, and Jason to check on her and had only texted her once since the disaster on Sunday. Ashamed he hadn’t called sooner, he confessed softly, “Yeah, well, I’m still embarrassed by my problem child’s behavior and my reaction to such.”

			To his relief, she snorted. “How is the demon anyhow?”

			“He’s moping. I think he misses you. He knows he did something wrong, and he knows you’re mad at him.”

			Annie sighed. “Why is it that I’m the one whose underwear was assaulted yet I feel guilty?”

			Chase couldn’t hold back a laugh. “He does have that effect on people, you know. Listen, the reason I called—are you busy Saturday?”

			“Hmmm, I don’t know. Maybe. Why, what do you have in mind?”

			“Let’s say that I think if you give me a few hours, the experience will more than make up for Murphy’s behavior. It will probably be an all-day excursion.” After they left Nancy’s, he had something else he wanted to show her, something he’d not yet told anyone else about.

			“Chase Hudson, what are you planning?”

			“Come with me and find out,” he teased.

			“Will there be food involved, and will I have to dress up?”

			“Yes to the food. Whatever you would wear for work is fine,” he assured her. “What do you say?”

			She laughed. “The clothes I wear for work, what I have left after the fire, are stained from work. Is that really what I need to wear?”

			“Um, no? How about nice shorts and a casual shirt? Jeans, khakis, something like that?” he suggested, flustered. “I don’t know much about women’s clothes. You don’t need to do it up fancy, but you need to be presentable.”

			“So casual but nice, and I’m assuming I’ll need comfortable shoes if I agree to go. Correct?”

			“I think that would work, yes. So?” He held his breath while he waited for her answer.

			She huffed, but he was relatively sure it was a happy sound. “Okay. If you’re going to feed me, I guess I could be available. What time Saturday?”

			“I’ll have to double-check, but I’d say around nine thirty if that isn’t too early.”

			“Oh, I think I can drag myself out of bed that early. I guess I’ll see you Saturday then.”

			As he laid the phone down, he grinned and sat back in his chair, lacing his fingers together behind his head. He might have been wrong, but he didn’t think he could have come up with a better peace offering if he had searched the county over. He could hardly wait to see Annie’s face when they pulled up at Nancy’s on Saturday morning.

			As he considered the other plan he’d been working on, he blew out a breath. That one he wasn’t sure she’d enjoy, but if she didn’t, maybe it would be a sign of sorts. Regardless, he felt like a child anticipating Christmas morning, and for the first time in several days, he laughed out loud.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			There were some calls a man didn’t want to make, and as Chase sat at his desk Friday morning, he picked up the phone to make one. After speaking with Gordon the previous evening, he and Chase had both agreed it was time he met with his legal counsel and brought him up to speed.

			“Morning, sir. How’s your schedule today?” he asked his uncle John.

			“Crazy as always, but I have time for you. What’s up?”

			“That mess with the letter I received? I have more information, and I think it’s going to all turn out to be trouble.”

			“What kind of trouble?”

			Chase ran his hand over his head. “The kind that could land me in jail despite my innocence.”

			John was silent for a moment, then he cursed. “I have court this morning, but I could meet you this afternoon. I was planning to walk down and meet with the contractor who’ll be handling the demolition on the old office. How about I swing by your place around one and we can walk and talk? Or do you need me sooner? I can rearrange things if you do.”

			“No, this afternoon will be fine. I’ll walk up and meet you. I could use the exercise. Thanks, John.”

			A few minutes before one, they met outside Hudson Law’s temporary office on Lawyer’s Row, the nickname for the street where many of Leroy’s attorneys had offices, including Chase.

			“Gordon called last night. Kiely’s family got a package from the killer, and it was ugly.” Chase told him what he knew.

			John was appalled. “You mean to tell me that the SOB was in their house? Unbelievable.”

			“That’s one way to put it. As much as I don’t like them, I hate to see that sort of thing. That he was able to get so close during what was apparently a well-attended event and do what he did, it has me more than a little concerned, to say nothing of how angry I am about the whole thing.”

			“So Gordon thinks the cops in Lexington are coming after you for it?” John was somber, understanding immediately what the implications were.

			“He does. Honestly, I’m not surprised. They’ve wanted me in chains from the beginning. You know that.”

			When the police had questioned Chase during the original investigation, John had driven down to Lexington with Richard and Jackie. He’d stood by Chase throughout the ordeal, something Chase had appreciated more than words could express.

			“Then I guess I’d better do some prep work and brush up on criminal law just in case, though if you do end up being arrested, you’ll need someone with more experience than me,” John said as they reached the cordoned-off pile of rubble that used to be Hudson Law Offices. A crew had come in earlier in the week to knock down the walls that had remained standing, and they would be coming back on Monday to start the demolition to clear the three burned-out buildings.

			“It hurts to see it like this,” Chase murmured. “It seems like so much is changing and so fast.”

			John clapped him on the shoulder. “Life does that. All we can do is hold on for the ride.”

			John waved as Annie came around the far corner of what was left of her shop with two construction workers at her side. Even though Annie’s Arbor had suffered the least damage of the buildings on the block, its structure had been compromised and a total rebuild was necessary.

			“There’s the guy whose company’s going to be handling the reconstruction. Travis Tyler.” He introduced Chase. “This is my nephew, Chase Hudson.”

			They shook hands, and Chase smiled at Annie when she made a subtle move to stand closer to him. There was a palpable tension within the group, and he shot her a concerned glance.

			Travis introduced his companion. “This is Rafe Lewis, my foreman. He’ll be handling the day-to-day work on the project.” Another round of handshakes followed. “It is a small world we live in. As it turns out, Rafe and Ms. Tucker here knew each other from their college days.”

			“That’s right,” Rafe confirmed with a warm look at Annie. “I’m eager to renew our acquaintance.”

			For a moment, Chase doubted his hearing. There could be no doubt about Rafe’s meaning, and everyone in the group understood his intent. He drew in a deep breath as he scrambled to come up with a response that wouldn’t involve a sharp jab or a wrung neck, trying to keep his unrest hidden.

			Annie sneered at Rafe. “Some things never change. You be eager all you want, buster. You’re here to rebuild these buildings. Nothing more. And I believe I’ve adequately expressed my disinterest more than once during this past hour.” She focused on Travis, who was frowning with concern. “Am I going to have to worry about harassment from your foreman, or is he here to work?”

			A muscle ticked in Travis’s jaw. “He’s here to work. You won’t have to worry about harassment, I assure you.” He withdrew a business card from his wallet and handed it to her. “That card has my cell number on it. Don’t hesitate to use it if you have any concerns, and I’ll make sure they’re taken care of. Isn’t that right, Rafe?” He looked pointedly at the other man, whose face had flushed an unattractive shade of red.

			Hands clenched, Rafe held his tongue. Finally, he gave a short nod.

			Travis inclined his head, still tense. “Good.”

			“I’ll catch up with you later,” Rafe told his boss. Without looking at Annie, he headed in the opposite direction, down the street toward his truck.

			She watched him go. “Keep him focused on the work, or I’ll find someone else to do it,” she told Travis, her tone flat and serious.

			He nodded. “I’ll make sure he understands.”

			“You do that.”

			“If you all will excuse me…” Travis gestured down the street. “I’ll head on down and say hello to Lauren. I’ve not seen her in a while. John, walk with me?”

			John winked at Annie and touched Chase’s arm. “Try to stay out of trouble, you two. Chase, call me if you need to.”

			“Thanks.”

			Though he had also planned to stop by The Brown Bag, he didn’t follow the men. Annie had placed a hand on his arm to hold him back.

			“I need a minute,” she said.

			Once the men had left, he waited for Annie to speak. When she remained silent as they started walking, he caught her hand. “Want to talk about it?”

			She stared at him for a minute, her cheeks red flags as they reached the café. “No, I really don’t. Are you okay? You and John seemed to be discussing something serious.” She pulled him away from the building and into the shade of one of the trees that lined the sidewalk, then let go of him and crossed her arms.

			He shrugged. “Not really, but now’s not the time or place to get into it.”

			“Is it the killer or something else?” she asked, speaking low enough that her voice didn’t carry.

			“The killer. I’ll tell you about it later, I promise.” He brushed a small leaf off her shoulder. “Sounds like you’ve had an interesting day yourself. This Rafe character…”

			Annie hissed. “I don’t want to get into it here. This isn’t the time or the place.” When Chase rolled his eyes, she pursed her lips. “You aren’t jealous, are you?”

			“Should I be?” he asked, one eyebrow raised.

			She gave a small shrug. “Shouldn’t that question be ‘Do I have a reason to be jealous?’ or maybe ‘Do I have the right to be jealous?’”

			He scowled, irritated. “Which one of us is the attorney here?”

			She laughed outright and stepped even closer to him. Keeping her eyes on his collar, she lightly ran a hand down his silk tie. “Ooh, nice tie. Better hide this from the demon when you take it off. You know he likes pretty, silky things. As to the questions, why don’t we say that the answers will depend on what you’re planning for tomorrow and go from there?”

			She flashed him the smile Chase had come to realize meant he was in for more teasing. With one last tug on his tie, she headed for the door of the café.

			Hand on the handle, she turned. “Well, you coming or not?” She went inside, not waiting for his response.

			Bemused, Chase ran a hand through his hair, but he was smiling. Maybe he was reading too much into that little interaction, but it sure as hell had felt like flirtation to him.

			“One can hope, right?” he muttered. With a relieved sigh, he followed her inside.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			The sight of the happy little group Chase was with, half his friends and family, had been disgusting. The killer had barely managed to keep his composure long enough to get out of the café after they’d disbanded. They’d all been so carefree, sitting there joking with one another as though danger wasn’t lurking nearby. As though he wasn’t a real threat and they weren’t concerned about the damage he could inflict.

			As he’d listened to their conversation, he’d wanted to tear into the people at the table, scream and yell, hit and strike at them. Didn’t they get it? Didn’t they understand his power, his anger? Chase certainly hadn’t acted the way he’d expected him to, not after having received the package the killer had so carefully chosen and put together.

			He must not have shared the package with his brother-in-law, because Ethan Moore certainly didn’t act like a man whose wife had been threatened. There was no fear or concern in his eyes, in any of their eyes.

			Damn them! He’d wanted them quaking in their shoes, cowering in their homes while they waited for his next strike. “You’re too stupid, too arrogant, to appreciate the threat I represent.”

			They hadn’t even known he was in the café. Shouldn’t they have been able to feel his presence, his power? Why weren’t they afraid?

			He was livid, utterly enraged. It had been too long since he’d felt the raw power killing gave him. “I’ll remedy that soon enough. Then you’ll see. Then you’ll fear me.”

			He would silence their happiness once and for all. He knew exactly how to do it, then they’d see who had the last laugh.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Saturday morning dawned bright and clear in Olman County, a blessing for which Chase was grateful. A cold front had moved through Friday evening, taking the normal August heat and humidity with it. Temperatures promised to climb back into the uncomfortable range that afternoon, with more storms on the way, but for now, it was as perfect a summer day as one could hope to have in southern Indiana.

			He wasn’t terribly surprised to find Annie waiting for him when he pulled into his parents’ driveway. As she got in and buckled her seat belt, he tugged one of the curls that had sprung loose from her hair clip.

			“So how am I doing so far?” he asked as he turned the car around.

			She tucked the curl back into its clip. “I just got in the car. I don’t even know where we’re going.”

			“True.” He pulled out onto the road and headed toward town. “But you have to admit the weather is perfect this morning.”

			Annie laughed. “You can’t take credit for the weather.”

			“Why not?” He grinned and winked at her. “I can try.”

			“You’re in an awfully good mood this morning. Not that I’m complaining,” she said hastily. “Did you hear back from Gordon?”

			Chase had called her late the evening before to explain his concerns from Thursday, and he shook his head now. “Nope, and I’m choosing to go with the ‘no news is good news’ mantra. I’m going to be happy to spend the day with you, and I refuse to let that whole mess dictate my life anymore. In addition to your surprise—which I hope you’re going to love, by the way—I have something to celebrate. We’ll get to that portion of the program later this afternoon.”

			She gave him a mock frown. “Speaking of that, where are we going?”

			He’d driven them into Leroy, but instead of going toward the developed area around the bypass or into downtown, he had turned onto Highway 7, which was the scenic route that led away from town along the Ohio River.

			“You’ll see soon enough.”

			For the next few miles, they joked with each other, but when Chase slowed to turn down a private driveway flanked by two stone pillars, Annie fell silent. The driveway curved around a bluff and rose steeply to a house sitting on the cliffs overlooking the river.

			“What are we doing here?” she asked in a hushed voice. When he didn’t answer but pulled up in front of the house and turned off the engine, she turned to him with wide eyes. “Do you know whose house this is?”

			“I do. I take it from your reaction that you do as well.” Her wide-eyed awe made him smile.

			She grabbed his arm. “This is Nancy Bolen’s house. She has one of the most extensive collections of heirloom roses in the region. Nobody but nobody gets in here.”

			He put his face close to hers. “Guess who’s getting the grand tour today?”

			To his everlasting surprise, Annie’s eyes filled with tears, and she pulled him in for a quick, smacking kiss. “You—I don’t know how you knew, how you managed this, but thank you.”

			Before he could say a single word, she cleared her throat and got out of the car. As the front door of the house opened, he hurried to catch up with her.

			“Welcome, children. You must be Chase’s Annie,” Nancy said, greeting them warmly. “Aren’t you cute as a button?”

			“Nancy, hello. Thanks for having us. Yes, this is Annie. Nancy’s a client and a friend,” Chase told Annie. “When she came in Thursday, she brought some roses. We got into a discussion about them, and you came up.”

			“I’m so sorry you lost your business and your home. Chase mentioned you like heirloom roses.”

			“Thank you, and yes, I do. I adore them. I had quite an extensive collection, but they were in the greenhouse on the roof.”

			Nancy extended her arm to Annie, her countenance serious. “That’s a real tragedy. Why don’t you two come with me? I have some things to show you.”

			Once they were inside the gardens, Chase wasn’t surprised to find Annie speechless. There was so much to see, with nearly two acres of fully landscaped flower beds and arbors with trails leading in various directions, it was overwhelming even to someone who wasn’t much into flowers.

			After a few minutes, Annie recovered her voice. “Mrs. Bolen, this is… I don’t know what to say. It’s amazing.”

			Nancy smiled. “Thank you.”

			They didn’t rush but spent a couple of hours exploring, with Annie stopping to sniff blooms every few steps. So much of their discussion went over Chase’s head that he started to feel as if they were speaking another language.

			“It’s refreshing to see someone your age taking an interest in preserving the plants of our past,” Nancy told Annie when they finally sat down for tea. “Are you planning on rebuilding your greenhouse?”

			“I am. I was reluctant to even entertain the idea, to be honest. I didn’t want to get attached to the plants only to lose them again if something else happened. But now, after seeing your garden, I realize how ridiculous that is.”

			“Well, when you get to the point where you’re ready to start adding plants, you come back out here and see me. I’d love to be able to help you start again if you’re interested.”

			Annie’s eyes welled. “I’m truly touched, Mrs. Bolen.”

			Nancy quietly handed her a napkin and waved her words away. “Call me Nancy. Truthfully, I’m excited to have someone to share this with.” She gestured toward the gardens. “I’m not a young woman anymore, and when I’m gone, there probably won’t be a single person in my family who gives two hoots about this.”

			When Nancy walked them to the door a short time later, she enveloped Annie in a tight hug and whispered something in her ear, something that caused a fierce blush and a bashful smile to spread across her face.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Annie said.

			“Come back and see me sometime,” Nancy told them both. “I’ve enjoyed having you.”

			“We will,” Chase promised.

			As he pulled out onto the road that led back toward Leroy a few minutes later, he glanced at Annie, who was still smiling.

			“Was this worth spending a few hours in the company of a boring stick-in-the-mud like me?”

			“Chase Hudson, you’re not remotely close to boring.” She faced him, her head resting against the headrest of her seat, and touched his shoulder. “This was incredible, and it means so much to me that you knew to do this for me. I didn’t realize how much I needed something like this. Thank you.”

			He squeezed her hand on his shoulder. “You’re welcome. I’m glad I was able to do it. Are you up for a little more excitement? I have something else I’d like to show you.”

			“Absolutely, as long as there’s food involved.” She winked. “What is it?”

			“Another surprise.”

			“Okay. Lead on, fearless one,” she said.

			A comfortable silence enveloped the car. Within a couple of minutes, they had reached the outer edge of the city limits, and Chase slowed down to turn in at a short, steep driveway.

			Annie sat up straighter as the house at the top of the hill came into view. “This is L.J. Root’s house, isn’t it?”

			Chase parked next to the two-story Victorian-style house. For all its proximity to the highway, the house and grounds felt private. There were no close neighbors, and the large yard was surrounded on three sides by thick woods. The front of the house faced a small beach on the other side of the highway and the Ohio River beyond.

			Chase turned off the engine before he answered, a quick flash of nervousness running through him. “It was L.J.’s house until yesterday. Now it’s mine.” He held his breath as he waited for her response.

			For a few seconds, she sat there, stunned. “You bought a house?”

			He grasped his car keys tightly, the metal cutting into his fingers a bit. “I did. How crazy does that make me?”

			“It doesn’t. It looks like a great house. This… it’s a surprise, that’s all. I didn’t even know you were considering buying something.”

			He chuckled ruefully. “I wasn’t. How about a tour while I tell you about my latest folly?”

			She laughed. “Are you kidding me? Of course I want a tour. I’ve always wanted to see the inside.” She unfastened her seat belt and almost beat him to the wide front porch.

			He paused as they started up the steps. “You’ve never been here, then? I thought you and Sammy or Sasha had been friends in high school,” he said, referring to L.J.’s granddaughters.

			“With the exception of Beth and Lauren, I didn’t exactly run in the same circles as your cousins. I think you forget sometimes that I didn’t grow up with all of you.”

			He held the storm door open for her once the main door was unlocked. “I do forget.”

			He fell silent as he watched her walk around the room, taking in the bones of the older home. He was relieved to see that she was smiling when she turned back to him.

			“Well, what do you think?” he asked.

			“It’s gorgeous. Murphy will love these hardwood floors and the wide windowsills. How did you end up buying it?” she asked as they walked through the rest of the downstairs. “Ooh, kitchen needs a little work. It probably hasn’t been updated since the eighties. Do I want to know what’s in the cooler?”

			“In a few minutes. The kitchen’s the first project on the list,” he confirmed. “L.J. is one of my clients, and when he and his son Jackson came in the other day, they told me he was getting ready to put it on the market. L.J.’s been living in a retirement facility for a couple of years now, and he was ready to part with the house. I’ve always liked it, so I offered him full asking price. It was pretty simple to go from there.”

			“Wow,” Annie said, leaning into his arm as they stopped in the dining room. “I’m impressed, Counselor. What are you going to do with your condo?”

			“As you see, this house needs a few updates—the kitchen, refinishing the floors, that sort of thing—so I’ll have that done first. Then I’ll either hold on to the condo as a rental or sell it.” They started up the stairs to the second floor. “You’re the first person I’ve told about this, by the way.”

			She stopped. “You haven’t told your family yet?”

			He shook his head.

			“Why not?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I wanted to keep it to myself for now.”

			“But you’re showing it to me,” she said slowly.

			Chase held her gaze. “Yes, I am.”

			Neither of them spoke for a moment, and he watched her cheeks flush. Without a word, she turned and continued up the stairs.

			He followed her, just as quiet, as they walked through the three smaller bedrooms and the shared bath.

			“The tile is obviously original to the house, and I think the pink-and-black ceramic looks like something straight out of a fifties movie.”

			“It does,” she agreed with a smile. “The bathrooms need updating, but really, you could do modern old-style fixtures and keep the tile, and you could pull off a great retro look in here.”

			“You think I should keep it?”

			She shot him an outraged glance that said he was crazy if he didn’t. “Yeah.”

			Chase laughed and stood back as she walked down the hall toward the front of the house, where the master suite graced the entire front half of the upstairs. He waited for her reaction and wasn’t disappointed.

			“Oh, this is gorgeous,” she said with a gasp of appreciation. She walked to the long bank of French doors that led to the small balcony beyond. It was the upstairs portion of the front porch, and the view of the river was spectacular. “You were right to buy this house, if only for this room and this view.”

			“Apparently L.J. and his wife tore down a couple of walls and made the room larger after their kids were grown.” He moved across the room and opened another set of French doors. “Check this out. It was her sitting room.”

			Annie hurried over to peer inside. “I’m officially jealous. This would be so perfect for a small library,” she mused with a wistful smile. “You could line the walls with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and add a window seat there in the front window. Oh, Chase. Congratulations.”

			“Thank you.” He touched her arm. “So I have a picnic in the kitchen. You hungry?”

			“I’m starving, silly man. Like you haven’t heard my stomach growling for the past twenty minutes.” She followed him back downstairs.

			“That was you?” he said, feigning surprise. “I thought we had a thunderstorm moving in.”

			When an actual clap of thunder sounded, followed by the pounding of heavy rain, she burst out laughing.

			He snorted and went into the kitchen for the cooler he’d stashed there that morning. “I figured we could eat on the porch, but as it seems to be raining cats and dogs out there, it might be a good idea to stay indoors. Where would you like to eat?”

			“The living room is fine,” Annie said.

			“View’s not as good as from the porch. Is that okay?”

			She shrugged. “The view’s great from the bedroom. If you don’t mind toting that humongous cooler up the stairs, we could eat up there. The balcony is covered, so we could open the doors and let the fresh air in. How many people were you planning to feed by the way?”

			“I was hungry when I put it together.” He stuck his tongue out at her as he hefted the cooler. “So do you think Murphy will like the house?”

			“Are you kidding? Murphy will love the house. All this room, and with windows and birds instead of the postage-stamp yard at the condo? No offense.”

			“None taken.”

			Once in the bedroom, he set the cooler down in the back of the room, near the wall, and unpacked while she opened the doors.

			“Can I help?” She sat down opposite him and grinned as the stacks of containers grew. “You really were hungry.”

			“Ravenous.” He handed her the baggie that contained utensils and napkins, and after she distributed them, he handed her a plate.

			“Please don’t take this as a criticism, but what made you buy this house?” she asked casually as they started eating.

			He didn’t answer right away. “If I said it was because of Murphy, would you believe me?”

			She considered his answer. “I would accept that Murphy was part of your reasoning. He’s a small cat, but he needs a lot of room to run. But I know you well enough now that I think I can safely assume that’s not all of it.”

			He rested against the wall. “It’s hard to explain. When the Roots told me about this house, I knew I needed to buy it. Especially after I came out here and walked around. I want a real home, not some stupid condo that feels like a nice apartment. It isn’t enough anymore.”

			“I can understand that,” she said, not looking at him. “Are you starting to think about settling down, starting a family?”

			Chase snorted. “I’ve already started one.” When her eyes grew round with shock, he burst out laughing. He easily caught the grape she tossed at him, then popped it in his mouth, still smiling. “Not like that! I meant Murphy. To be honest, I don’t particularly want kids.” He waited in tense silence for her reaction.

			She couldn’t hide her surprise. “Since when?”

			“Since forever.” He hadn’t meant to make that confession quite that bluntly. “Even when I was younger, the thought didn’t appeal. Don’t get me wrong—kids are nice enough when they’re someone else’s. I’m looking forward to being an uncle so I can spoil my siblings’ kids rotten and send them home to torment their parents. I’ll love having nieces and nephews. I just don’t want children of my own… I’ve shocked you, huh?”

			“You have,” she said quietly. “I never expected you to not want kids.”

			Chase set his plate down and straightened his legs out in front of him as he searched for words. “You probably think that’s a callous, self-centered attitude.”

			“No, I feel similarly.”

			He was immensely relieved. “You do?”

			“Yes. It really surprises me that you do.”

			“Why?” he asked, puzzled.

			“I guess because of your family. You all are so close, so much a unit. Do they know you don’t want kids?”

			“That’s never really come up. What about you? I expected that with you being an only child, you’d want a houseful of your own.”

			Annie frowned. “We’ve never talked about this before. Why are we talking about it now?” Before he could answer, she stood and went to the open doors.

			He moved to stand beside her. “Because we need to. I think you know as well as I do that we’ve been circling around things for some time now.”

			“I do know,” she said softly, her eyes on the river. “And I guess time’s up, huh? As to your question, actually, no. Being an only child, being raised the way I was? I never wanted kids.”

			“I thought you had a relatively happy childhood.”

			She spread her hands. “I did, mostly. I love my mom. She’s my hero. And Ralph is wonderful. He’s not just my stepfather, but I really think of him as my dad. They’re great parents, and they’re two of the kindest people I’ve ever met.

			“But growing up, it was common knowledge up in Madison that Ralph wasn’t my ‘real’ father. You were a geeky kid, so you know how cruel kids can be. I was prime fodder, and even if I managed to have a normal life at home, the moment I got on the school bus, that normalcy ended. That’s one of the reasons we moved down here when I was in eighth grade.”

			She walked back to the cooler and sat down, pulling the bottle of champagne out of the ice at the bottom. “Do you mind if we open this? Not that I need liquid courage to continue, but it wouldn’t hurt.”

			“That sounds ominous.” He sat back down and made quick work of removing the cork.

			She held up two plastic cups to catch the bubbling liquid and managed to keep most of the champagne in them. When he finished pouring, she handed him a cup and raised her own in a silent toast, then she took a deep swallow and continued her story.

			“When I was in first grade, my best friend came to school and told everyone in our class that I was a bastard. I didn’t even know what the word meant, only that it wasn’t good.”

			“First grade?” Chase grimaced. “Ouch.”

			She nodded. “First grade. I don’t know if the teacher knew what my friend was saying or not. But what I do know is that when I went home that afternoon, I felt pretty lousy. I asked my mom what a bastard was. I can still see the pain on her face. It hurt her so much, and she knew instantly what had happened. She just didn’t know who had let it slip.”

			“How did your mom handle it?”

			“The same way Carly Tucker faces everything—head on. She sat me down and explained what the word meant. I knew I was sort-of adopted, so it wasn’t a huge surprise. I didn’t understand what the big deal was, and I doubt my friend had a clue of what the implications of my being illegitimate were. It took me until I was a teenager to understand what being conceived in the midst of an alcohol- and drug-fueled adulterous affair actually meant.”

			Chase put his arm around her, thankful that she didn’t pull away, and rested his cheek on her hair with a sigh. “I’m so sorry. How in the world did your friend find out in the first place?”

			Annie snorted derisively. “She overheard her parents discussing my ‘situation,’ and she carried the tale to school.” She lifted her face to his. “My mother never let me go back to that girl’s house again. My best friend, Chase. All I knew was that I’d lost something important, and it hurt. It wasn’t the last time either.”

			Sadness and hurt lingered in her eyes. With his free hand, he caressed her cheek with a feather-light touch. “You are so much more than the circumstances surrounding your birth, you know.”

			She moved into his caress, nuzzling his hand. “I’m glad you think so. Most of the time, I know that too. So long as I can go on and pretend I’m like everyone else, it doesn’t bother me. Nowadays, it’s a pretty common situation. But back then? I was an oddity, and you know what happens to kids who are odd.”

			“I do, and I’m sorry you went through that.”

			“Oh, it doesn’t stop there. I was such a self-righteous little snot, you see.” She drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “By the time I was a teenager, I’d pretty much heard all the comments, the jokes, the sly little remarks. I blamed my mom so much. Being a teenager is rocky enough, but add in the kind of pressure I had on me? I was not a nice person when I was younger.” She laid her head on his shoulder. “I was so cruel to Carly. I sometimes wonder how she ever forgave me.”

			“Sweetheart, I hate to break it to you, but teenagers are put on this earth to torment their parents. Ask my mom if you don’t believe me. You just had a little more angst than most.”

			“I had ammunition most kids don’t have,” she countered. “I used that information to hurt Mom and, to some degree, Ralph. We didn’t argue, not too much really, but I let her know in subtle ways that I thought I was better than her. All through high school, I did everything I could not to be like her—which wasn’t a bad thing in a way, and she was thankful for that. Mom had a pretty rough childhood, and she’s often said she would have gotten further in life if she had been more like me as a child.”

			“How so?”

			Annie smiled sadly. “I got straight As, I was on the honor roll, and I worked after school as soon as I legally could. I also never let a boy do more than kiss me. I was determined I wasn’t going to be weak like my mother. I certainly wasn’t going to wind up pregnant by a married man and be at the mercy of strangers the way she had been.”

			Chase was suddenly afraid he knew what Annie was going to say next. He didn’t know if he could handle hearing the words, but regardless, he had to ask. “What happened?”

			“I met Rafe.” She scoffed. “I had my plans laid out so carefully. I knew exactly what I wanted to do with my life—own a flower shop. I’ve never doubted that. All the turmoil through those years, I was always able to find solace in flowers. I didn’t even bother taking a summer off after high school to enjoy life, though Mom and Ralph wanted me to. I went straight from high school to Madison and Ivy Tech.” She stopped to get a bottle of water and took a long drink from it. “College was Ralph’s idea, for the most part. He promised me he would back me in my own shop, but I had to get at least an associate’s degree first.”

			“Smart,” Chase remarked.

			She nodded. “Ralph is a very smart man. I learned so much from him over the years, and even now, if I have a problem with the business that I can’t get my head around, he’s my go-to guy.” She took another drink and replaced the cap on the bottle. “In any event, I was sailing through my courses, and it didn’t take the instructors long to notice. By the third semester, the spring I turned nineteen, I was tutoring in what little spare time I had. That’s how I met Rafe. He needed help with algebra.”

			“Figures.” He tightened his arms around her, and when she looked at him, he shrugged. “What do you want me to say? I don’t like the guy.”

			Annie slid her arms around him and squeezed him tightly. “Neither do I, not now, but the young me was as green as grass and full of my own importance. I was begging ate for a comeuppance, and I got it. I thought I knew so much, and it turns out I didn’t know jack.”

			“Were you still living at home then?”

			“Yes. Mom and Ralph had moved to Hanover by that point, and it made sense for me to stay with them.”

			When she fell silent, Chase nudged her. “You know you don’t have to tell me any of this if you don’t want to.”

			She shifted in his arms so that she faced him. “Yes, I do. You know I do. I had hoped I wouldn’t have to, but things are changing between us whether I like it or not. Telling you this… it’s part of the package.”

			Chase couldn’t speak for a minute, but he finally found his voice. “Okay. So you meet Mr. Hot Shit. Then what?” When she gave a startled laugh, he smiled. “I’m going to be in hock to Mom’s swear jar, and I know I shouldn’t make that kind of comment about someone I met briefly on the street. He’s probably a really nice guy.” When he rolled his eyes and made a rude gesture, she snickered.

			“Actually, he’s an unmitigated ass.” Her smile faded. “Rafe was my first. My first real boyfriend, my first lover. I suppose he was even my first love, as misguided as I was.” When he tensed, she said softly, “I know you don’t like hearing that, but it doesn’t change the truth.”

			“I can handle it,” he assured her.

			“I started out as his algebra tutor, and within a month, we were dating. Within three months, I was pregnant.”

			Chase had no idea what to say, but fortunately, she kept talking.

			“I was so ashamed. When I told Rafe, he got angry. Told me I’d ruined a good thing, like he hadn’t had any part in the conception. Before I could blink, he was gone. As cliché as it sounds, he left town in the dead of night.”

			Closing his eyes, he cursed Rafe Lewis for all he was worth, which didn’t sound like much. “Ah, damn it all to hell. I’m so sorry. How did your parents take it?”

			“They were devastated. I was so afraid to tell them. I knew Mom would throw all those years of piousness in my face, and she would’ve been well within her rights to do so. But she didn’t. Instead, she was heartbroken for me.”

			“Because she’d been there?” he asked.

			She nodded. “She felt like she’d failed me even though I was the one responsible. After Rafe left and I confessed everything to Mom and Ralph, I had some tough decisions to make. I was about ten weeks pregnant by then. God forgive me, Chase, I didn’t want that baby. I didn’t want to be a parent, didn’t want the responsibility of another human being, and I especially didn’t want to have Rafe’s child. I hated that it was growing inside me.” She shifted in his arms. “There were a dozen times I started the drive to Cincinnati to have an abortion. I even made it all the way to the clinic once.”

			“What stopped you?”

			“Mom. I kept seeing her face when I’d told her about the pregnancy, and I kept thinking that she could have chosen to abort me, but she didn’t. I had a lot more support and love in my life than she had, and getting rid of the pregnancy because it was inconvenient for me? I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want the child, but someone else might. That decision, to not have an abortion, it was right for me. I’d never presume to make it for someone else, but for me… no.

			“So I went back home and told Mom I wanted to give the baby up for adoption. She made some phone calls and didn’t try to talk me out of it. Ralph has a cousin in Virginia who counsels teen and young single mothers, and Mom made the arrangements. By the time I was close to six months along, we flew to Virginia, and I was enrolled in a program there that helps young women who find themselves pregnant, don’t want to have an abortion, and don’t want to keep the baby.”

			“What did you do about school?” he asked.

			“I finished out the spring semester before I left Indiana like nothing had happened. I was about twenty pounds heavier then, and I didn’t wear tight clothes, so hiding the pregnancy wasn’t an issue.” She shifted, taking his hand and holding onto it, tracing his fingers as she talked. “The further along I got, the more certain I was that I had made the right decision. Mom was with me and was going to stay until I had the baby. Do you know how much of a sacrifice that had to be for her and for Ralph?”

			“She probably didn’t see it that way,” he assured her. “She loves you. You needed her.”

			Annie nodded. “I know. But I see it that way. During those months in Virginia, we grew so close. We rebuilt our relationship, became friends, not just a mother and daughter. It was wonderful, at least that part of it was. Only things didn’t turn out the way I’d planned.”

			He placed a soft kiss on her temple. “They rarely do, I’ve found.”

			“Isn’t that the truth?” She let out a deep sigh. “Ralph flew down to spend a couple weeks with us for the Fourth of July. The day before he was scheduled to fly back, we all went out to eat. It was such a perfect day—hot, sunny, breeze blowing off the ocean.

			“We were so happy. I was seven months pregnant, but I had really started to feel hopeful that things would be okay. I’d be able to return to Indiana after I had the baby, and I could go on with my life. I had even started to get past Rafe’s abandonment, or at least see it with less emotional eyes. It still hurt, but it had grown to more of a dull ache, you know?”

			“I do know.” He tenderly pushed a curl off her forehead. “So what happened?”

			“We were scheduled to meet with prospective parents a couple of days after Ralph left, and we all decided to make an early night of it. Mom and I were staying at Ralph’s cousin’s house, and since we wouldn’t see him again until the baby was born, they wanted to spend some time together. So we headed back to the house… we never saw the other car coming. One minute we were laughing, and the next thing I knew, it felt like we were flying.”

			Chase frowned. “You wrecked?”

			“Mm-hmmm. Guy ran a red light, slammed straight into us. Two seconds sooner, he would have hit the front passenger side and Mom would probably have been killed. Two seconds later, and it would have been a close call or a fender bender. As it happened, he hit the car right where the right rear wheel well meets the back door frame.

			“There are so many what-ifs. If I had been sitting behind Mom like I usually did, I’d be dead. But we’d bought an antique chair, and it had to go behind her seat because Ralph is so tall. That stupid chair saved my life. Mom still has it. She glued it back together and says she’ll never get rid of it.” He tightened his arms around her, and Annie hugged him back. “Aside from a few cuts and bruises, we thought we were all okay. The guy who hit us wasn’t so lucky. He was killed on impact.”

			Chase cleared his throat. “I take it things weren’t okay?”

			“No. When he hit us, he pushed us into another car parked near the intersection. I couldn’t get my door open, and we had to wait for the EMTs. They got there and cut the door open, and of course, everyone was freaking out because I was pregnant. I remember the paramedic asking me over and over again if I felt okay. I was a little nauseated, but I felt fine. They put a collar on my neck and laid me on a backboard before trying to get me out of the car. The next thing I remember was being in the ambulance and Mom looking down, white as a sheet. Then it all faded away.

			“When I woke up, it was late the next day. I was in the ICU, and the baby was gone. I didn’t get too anxious. I remembered the wreck and figured they’d probably had to take him early, but he was really gone. He never even had a chance.”

			Chase felt the shock down to the soles of his feet. “Oh God, I’m so sorry.” He buried his face in her hair. For several minutes, they simply held each other, not speaking.

			She drew in a long breath. “It doesn’t end there. There were complications. I was hemorrhaging. They had to do a hysterectomy in order to stop it, or I would have bled to death right there on the operating table. Even so, it was close.” She turned away from him. “So you see, whether to have children or not isn’t really an option for me anymore. I’m okay with that. I only wish I’d been given the choice instead of having had it made for me.”

			Chase wasn’t sure what to say or how to react. He tipped her face back to him, then wiped her tears away with his thumbs and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “I’m sorry for all of it. Life isn’t fair sometimes, is it?”

			“No, but we get what we get. It isn’t always what we want, but if we’re lucky, sometimes it is.”

			“What if I said all I want is you?”

			With trembling fingers, she traced his lips. “Why?”

			“There are so many reasons, but basically, in a nutshell, being with you makes me happy.”

			“You’re very odd, Counselor. Has anyone ever told you that?” she whispered, though her soft smile tempered the words.

			“Because being with you makes me happy?”

			“Mm-hmmm.”

			He gave a rough laugh and tipped his head back against the wall. “We have to talk about us, you know.”

			Annie rested her head on his shoulder. “I know. But not right now. Soon.”

			Chase rubbed her back. “We should probably pack things up here. As much as I love holding you—and believe me, I do—I can’t sit here any longer. This floor isn’t the most comfortable seat in the world.”

			With a reluctance that warmed his heart, she eased out of his arms and started packing the cooler. As he joined her, she paused to study him.

			He shot her a questioning look. “What?”

			Annie shook her head. “Nothing.”

			Chase didn’t press the issue, and they finished cleaning up the picnic in silence. After a quick walk through the house to make sure it was secure, he carried the cooler out to the car and loaded it in the trunk. “I guess I’d better get you home.”

			“I guess so,” she replied, a wistful tone creeping into her voice. “I do have to do laundry this weekend, and I was going to paint my toenails, wash my hair, something like that.”

			“Um, well, not that I want you to have dirty laundry or hair or, heaven forbid, unpainted toenails, but I happen to know this guy who has a big TV, a semisweet, semi-possessed cat, Chinese food on speed dial, and an extremely comfortable couch. If you were interested, I’d say I could probably convince him to rent a movie or two.”

			Annie laughed. “I figured you would probably be ready for a break from me by now.”

			He scowled. “Why on earth would you think that? Don’t you realize that I enjoy being with you? Or is it that you need a break from my company? If that’s it, don’t worry about hurting my feelings.”

			She touched his hand and grimaced. “No. Look, I… can we go back five minutes? Ask me again?”

			Somewhat warily, he watched her for a moment. Speaking as casually as he could manage, he asked, “How would you feel about a movie or two and some takeout at my place?”

			“I would love to spend the evening with you.” Her voice was soft, and when she held out her hand, he carefully took it, sliding their fingers together in a solid grasp. “As it turns out, you make me happy too.”

			He felt the butterflies in his stomach settle, and he grinned, relieved beyond words. “Then I would say we have a date.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			When Gordon’s phone rang late Saturday night, he knew it wasn’t good news. When he saw Detective Hart’s name on the readout, he considered not answering, but he knew that wasn’t an option.

			“Yeah?” he answered. “Gordon here.”

			“Agent,” Hart said. “Sorry to call you so late, but I have news.”

			“No problem. I’m still awake. What do you have?”

			“The lab just called. I guess they got their paperwork mixed up and didn’t realize I was no longer in charge of the investigation. They were able to unfold that piece of paper from Kiely’s casket. It’s a letter.”

			Gordon’s judge had come through with the exhumation order, effectively putting the FBI in charge of that part of the investigation, and before dawn Friday morning, Kiely’s remains had been on their way to Frankfort for a second autopsy.

			When the casket was opened, a folded piece of paper was discovered inside. After ten years of being sealed in with a decomposing body, it was in bad shape. Moisture had caused the paper’s flaps to weld together, but the lab techs in Frankfort had thought they could do something with it.

			“So they were able to tell that much?” Gordon asked.

			“Oh, yeah. It was in better shape inside than they thought it would be. You aren’t going to like it,” Hart said. “It’s a game changer for your boy. Are you close to a computer?”

			Gordon threw back the bedcovers and headed for his home office. In a minute, he was in front of his computer. “I am.”

			“I’ve e-mailed a scan of the letter to you. It’s an apology letter, pretty brief. I’ll let you read it, and you can tell me what you think.”

			The excitement in the detective’s voice worried Gordon, and when he opened the e-mail to read the letter, he cursed.

			I’m sorry. I never meant for things to end this way, with you lying dead. I could have stopped this, but I waited too late. I love you, Kiely, despite everything I said. I’ll never stop. God forgive me for what I’ve done to you because I can’t forgive myself.

			Gordon knew they were royally screwed as soon as he read the spidery words, faded and stained from being in the grave. “Damn it. Damn it to hell.”

			“Yeah, I thought you’d have that reaction. Well, Agent? Guess your string-pulling can’t protect him now. I’m heading to Leroy tomorrow to talk to him.”

			“Detective Hart, let me remind you that I am still the agent of record on this case. Furthermore, you have to have either permission or an arrest warrant or both to do jack diddly in Indiana. You don’t have jurisdiction across state lines.”

			The man snickered. “Well, as it happens, I do have a warrant for his DNA, and as to the question of jurisdiction, that’s why you’re going to be there too, Special Agent. See, I called in a few favors of my own. My boss has talked to your boss, and your boss just got off the phone with Wyatt Dixon. They’re expecting us tomorrow morning.”

			Gordon was on the verge of verbally ripping into the other man when a beep on his line stopped him as he opened his mouth. Swearing ripely, he looked at the phone and saw that it was Fran. “I have another call. You watch yourself, Detective.”

			He hung up before Hart could respond. Switching over, he answered the other call. “Fran, what the hell is going on?”

			“Who’d you hear from, Hart or Wyatt Dixon?”

			Gordon growled. “Hart. But I suspect Wyatt will be calling shortly. What happened?”

			She scoffed. “Those connections we suspected Hart of having? He used them. Truthfully, we do need to get Hudson’s DNA and have him answer some questions about that letter. I assume you’ve seen it?”

			“Yes. I’m going over it now.” He fell silent, his mind racing as he tried to figure out how to get ahead of Hart in the game.

			“I tried to stop him. I didn’t have any luck. I think you’re absolutely correct about what you told me the other day, and I think you need to do whatever you can to block him,” she said quietly. “Thing is, Galen, I don’t know if I can protect you if you go above and beyond. You catch my drift?”

			“I do.” He closed his eyes. That she had used his first name alarmed him almost more than Hart’s obvious glee.

			“I’ll do whatever I can to prevent the string-pulling, but I’m telling you now—I don’t think it will be enough. You need to think long and hard about whether or not your friendship with Chase Hudson is worth losing your career over.”

			“I understand. When did you talk to Wyatt? I don’t want to call him if he’s asleep.”

			“Oh, I’d say he isn’t asleep. I talked to him not ten minutes ago, and he sounded hopping mad. Apparently he’s close to the Hudsons and as ready as you are to do battle for them, which might be a blessing.” She cleared her throat. “Good luck tomorrow, and keep me updated. Okay?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			He ended the call and made his way through the empty house to the kitchen, where he pulled down a bottle of whiskey and a glass. After pouring himself two fingers of the amber liquid, he downed it. Carefully, he recapped the bottle and put it back in the cabinet.

			With the alcohol burning a hole in his gut, he stared out the window at the sparkling city in the distance. More and more since he’d started investigating this case, he’d felt his disillusionment grow, and the weight of loneliness was sitting particularly heavy on his shoulders tonight.

			When he and Mallory had first gotten married, the job had been looming on the horizon, and it had seemed so promising. Then she’d gotten sick, and everything changed. After she died, the job had become his refuge. Now, it simply didn’t mean to him what it had before.

			Instead of making a difference, he was mired in paperwork and procedures. Every time he turned around, policies were changing, and it was all he could do to keep up. Added to that, after 9/11, the focus of the FBI’s resources had changed. The Bureau of today wasn’t the same one he had idealized. Drop the rampant ladder-climbing politics associated with the work into the mix, and Gordon was well past the honeymoon.

			So Fran’s question about choosing his friendship with Chase over his career really wasn’t difficult to answer. He knew exactly what his choice was, no questions asked, no doubts.

			With a harsh growl, he picked up his phone and pulled up Wyatt Dixon’s number. He might as well start getting things out of the way now. If he was going to throw his career away, he had to make sure the throw counted.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Sunday morning dawned overcast and muggy. The typical summer misery had returned with a vengeance after yesterday’s more pleasant weather, drenching the Ohio River Valley—or at least this section of it—in humidity that promised more storms that afternoon.

			Chase and Annie were having breakfast at a little hole-in-the-wall café located a little ways outside town on a back road not far from his parents’ house. This wasn’t the first time they’d met at this café, but their previous encounters hadn’t been dates. This morning most definitely was. Not only that, but it was the follow-up breakfast to the night before.

			For the first time in his adult life—not counting the night he’d returned from Vegas—Chase had spent the night with a woman. They’d not been intimate, though they’d done a bit more than kiss, but they’d slept together, holding each other all night. He’d awakened before Annie had, and he’d lain there, just watching her sleep, marveling at how right it felt to be beside her.

			Though he’d tried to figure out a way to broach the subject of sex, he’d not yet managed to figure out a way to do that. He had a confession he needed to make before they took that step, assuming they did—and it was looking a whole lot like they were heading in that direction.

			If he was being completely honest, he hadn’t come up with a way to have that discussion because he was a big, fat chicken who was afraid even now that she’d find him an anomalous freak. He’d wanted at least one night with Annie before taking that risk.

			“What’s the latest scoop on the Jason-Hannah proposal watch?” she asked as she forked up the last bite of her pancakes.

			Chase grinned as he picked up his coffee mug. “As soon as he finds his courage, or so I hear. I never expected to see him so torn up over a woman. Actually, I take that back—I knew it would happen one day, just not so completely.”

			Annie moved her shoulders in a speculative shrug. “She seems to make him happy enough. He adores Paulo and vice versa.”

			“Why do I feel like there’s a ‘but’ in there?”

			“Because there is. I’m not sure how good Hannah is for Jason. It’s none of my business, and he wouldn’t listen to my nebulous concerns anyhow, but I just feel like he should slow down with her.”

			Chase nodded sagely. “He should take his older brother’s lead in romance, right? I mean, it only took me what? Over a year to admit I have feelings for you.” He grinned when she narrowed her eyes at him. “I agree that this has been a bit fast, even for Jason, but I’m optimistic.”

			“There’s not a thing wrong with a little caution now and then. Sometimes the fine print is hard to read through the light of love.”

			“A girl who likes the fine print. Annie, you’re after my heart.”

			She gave him a shy smile. “Maybe.”

			His phone rang before he could respond. When Gordon’s name came up on the display, Chase frowned. “Hello?”

			“Hey, I have news, and it isn’t good. Can you talk?”

			The café was crowded and noisy. “Hang a second, and I can. It’s Gordon,” he told Annie. “I’m going to walk outside so I can hear.”

			“Okay. I’ll take care of the check.” As he passed, she caught his hand and squeezed, her face reflecting her concern.

			In a few seconds, he was in the parking lot, heading toward his car. “I’m clear. What’s going on?”

			“Hart has a warrant for your DNA. He’s on his way north right now, and so am I. We’re supposed to meet at the courthouse at ten and talk to Wyatt. Hart’s also going to want to question you.”

			It was just after nine now.

			The curses Chase let loose would have gotten his mouth washed out with soap if his mother had heard. “Why? What’s changed?”

			Gordon didn’t answer immediately. “I can’t tell you that. I need to ask you to trust me on this, however. Get John, meet us at the courthouse a few minutes after ten, and let this thing play out.”

			As Chase watched Annie cross the parking lot toward him, he wanted to yell with frustration. “That’s a lot to ask of me.”

			“I know.”

			Closing his eyes on a sigh, Chase dropped his head. “Fine. I’m supposed to go to Beth and Ethan’s this morning to help them work on the garage. Can I tell them what’s going on or…?”

			“You can,” Gordon said quietly. “If you do, they’ll probably be right there with you at the courthouse. That might not be a bad thing.”

			“This is going to be god-awful, isn’t it?”

			“It won’t be fun. I’m sorry, man.”

			“Yeah, well, so am I. I’ll see you soon.” He hung up and stared at his phone, not wanting to look at Annie. “Gordon’s on his way to town, and so is the detective from the Lexington PD. I have to call John, and we have to meet them at the sheriff’s department.”

			Her eyes flared with shock, and she gasped in dismay. “Oh, no.”

			“Gordon asked me to trust him on this. I have to, else I’ll run the other way. Why does this have to happen now?” he asked her in a low voice. “Haven’t I been tormented by this mess with Kiely long enough?”

			Annie took his hand. “Whatever happens, I’m here. I’m not going anywhere, not now that I’ve finally bared my soul to you and the world didn’t end from the shock of it. Don’t think you can get out of this thing between us with something so silly as a serial killer bent on revenge wreaking havoc in our lives, buddy.” Though she clearly tried to make the statement teasing, her voice was thick with suppressed tears.

			Chase kissed her, the embrace fierce and brief. “I think this qualifies as that fine print you mentioned earlier.”

			She smiled. “Probably, but I read it first. We’ll get through this.”

			“I’m going to have to borrow your optimism about that,” he told her softly. “I’m all but out of faith at this point.” He could only hope that hers—and Gordon’s—wasn’t misplaced.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Gordon arrived at the courthouse in Leroy right at ten o’clock, just in time to see Detective Hart pull into the visitor’s lot behind him. Without exchanging a single word, they walked together to the rear entrance of the sheriff’s department and were buzzed in.

			The deputy behind the bulletproof glass recognized Gordon. “Hey, Agent. How’s it going? The sheriff’s expecting you. I’ll have you sign in while I let him know you’re here.” He picked up the phone and punched in a number.

			“Thanks,” Gordon said as he signed the sheet the deputy provided. “And it’s going. How about you?”

			“Things have been better, but they could be worse. You know how it goes.” Once they’d been given visitor badges, he buzzed them through the steel-plated door beside his desk. “The sheriff’s waiting for you in the large conference room. You remember where that is?”

			“Down this hall, turn left, turn right?” Gordon clipped on his visitor badge.

			“You’ve got it. Good luck today.”

			“Thanks.”

			Gordon led the way to the conference room, where Wyatt was waiting, leaning on the edge of the table. Stacy Kirchner was also there, her face stony. A flare of anger, one of many little pricks of flame that had been burning inside him lately, rose in Gordon, this one sparked by pure regret. Wyatt had warned him that not everyone would see his involvement in this process as helpful, and apparently the sheriff had been right.

			Wyatt stood when the men stopped in the doorway. “Gentlemen.”

			Gordon stepped inside. “Sheriff, this is Detective Greg Hart from Lexington. Detective Hart, Sheriff Dixon and Detective Stacy Kirchner.” Gordon stood back as they shook hands. He nodded at Stacy. “Detective.”

			He wasn’t surprised when she barely acknowledged him, and he had no doubt that if the situation had been a more social setting, she would have turned her back on him.

			“Have a seat, gentlemen.” Wyatt went to the other side of the table and took a chair. He leaned back, studying Hart for a minute. “So you want to bring Chase Hudson in for questioning. Tell me why I should let you do that.”

			Hart opened a portfolio and drew out a paper, which he passed across the table. “As we discussed on the phone last night, aside from recent events with mysterious packages, Mr. Hudson’s alibi from ten years ago has come into question. Upon exhumation of the victim, we discovered a note, which you have a copy of there.” He gestured to the paper. “In light of those developments, we really didn’t feel like we had a choice in the matter.”

			Wyatt picked up his reading glasses and scanned the paper. A slight scowl was his only reaction. When he finished, he passed the note to Stacy. “Who is this we you keep referring to?”

			“That would be my supervisors and myself,” Hart answered.

			“And what about Neal Bledsoe? Does he have a say in all this? Never mind—I already know the answer to that,” Wyatt said in a deceptively soft tone. He shifted his gaze to Gordon. “Isn’t the FBI leading the investigation?”

			“Only as it pertains to the correspondence Chase has received and the connection it has to Kiely’s death. That said, we’re prepared to step in and take over the entire investigation if need be, but for now, my supervisor has instructed me to let Detective Hart take the lead.” Gordon gave Wyatt a subtle nod, letting him know the plan they had discussed the night before was still in play.

			With an unhappy grunt, the sheriff leaned forward. “Answer me this, Detective. When all this came about ten years ago, didn’t someone in your department think to get a DNA sample from Chase, or was that too advanced for the Lexington PD?”

			The younger man flushed. “We did obtain a sample. However, at some point in the past few years, that evidence was lost.”

			Wyatt pursed his lips and nodded. “Well, that’s interesting. I do wonder what happened to that sample and whether it’s liable to show up somewhere. Is there any other evidence your department has lost on this case that you’d like to share with us?”

			Hart was so tense Gordon could tell he was on the verge of smarting off to Wyatt, which would have been a bad move and something Gordon would have paid a month’s salary to witness, maybe two. After a minute, Hart shook his head.

			“Good. At least there’s that.” Wyatt folded his glasses and tucked them in the pocket of his shirt. “I can appreciate your position. That doesn’t mean I have to like it. You’re aware that Chase Hudson is related to two of my best people, correct?”

			“I am.”

			“I’ve known him since he was a child. He isn’t your murderer. I’d be willing to stake my badge on that,” Wyatt told him bluntly.

			“You aren’t the only person who’s said such. Unfortunately, it isn’t enough,” Hart responded.

			“I do realize that, which is why you’re being allowed in here today,” Wyatt said as he stood, towering over Hart. As Wyatt wasn’t a small man and in fact was taller than Gordon’s own six-foot-four frame by at least an inch, the move could easily have been construed as intimidation. “I have no faith that what you’re trying to do here has a damned thing to do with solving this case. Let’s get this farce over with.”

			As the three of them followed him into the hall, Wyatt directed Stacy to set up the interrogation room. “I want you in the room while Detective Hart questions Chase.”

			“Yes, sir.” She headed off to take care of the preparations, not giving the men a backward glance.

			Wyatt turned in time to catch Gordon watching her walk away, and he raised an eyebrow. “You do like a challenge, son. Let’s do this. We’ll go bring Chase in. Gordon, you’re driving.”

			“Actually, he’s already on his way,” Gordon said. “I spoke to him about an hour ago. He should be here any minute.”

			“You what?” Hart’s face turned nearly purple with rage. “You warned him?”

			“I advised him that he needed legal counsel and that you have a warrant for his DNA—that’s all.” Gordon stared at the other man, hoping his poker face was as strong as it had been in the past. The stakes had never been so personal before, and he had to focus on the plan he and Wyatt had come up with to keep his emotions level. Otherwise, he’d slam Hart into the wall.

			“Bullshit that’s what you did. If you compromised this case, Agent, I’ll have your fucking badge. I need to call my superior and let him know about this.” He stalked off toward the parking lot, muttering angrily.

			Wyatt’s eyebrows were raised, and he whistled. “That was risky.”

			“Calling Chase to come in? It was necessary.”

			“I can’t argue, though your methods are a little unorthodox.” He studied Gordon. “This is your last chance to back out. I wouldn’t hold it against you if you did.”

			Gordon’s answering smile was grim. “You might not, but I would. No, I’m in this for the long haul. For better or worse, if you will. Tell me—how bad do you think this is going to be?”

			The sheriff clapped him on the shoulder briefly. “I’m afraid it’s going to be bad enough.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Annie tried to hide how worried she was. She wasn’t sure she succeeded, but she did her best. She didn’t want Chase to have to worry about her on top of everything else.

			As soon as he’d called Ethan to let him know what was going on, the family had kicked into high gear. Ethan and Beth were on their way to the courthouse now, and Jason would be there as soon as he dropped Hannah off. Knowing the family was rallying around Chase helped alleviate some of Annie’s worry, but there was still more than enough to keep her on edge.

			John was waiting for them when they pulled into the visitor’s lot, which was mostly deserted this time of day on a weekend. Somewhat surprisingly, he hadn’t dressed up for the interview, and he was attired in clothing similar to Chase’s T-shirt and khaki shorts.

			“What’s with the outfit?” Annie asked Chase as he parked beside John’s car.

			“I’d say that’s a deliberate choice, an attempt to make Hart underestimate him. It’s an interesting ploy—he could never use it with anyone local since he’s usually dressed to the nines. I’d almost enjoy watching this if I wasn’t the one in the middle of it. Nice shirt,” he said to John as they got out.

			A half smile that was a mix of wicked anticipation and steely determination lit John’s face. “Thanks. We’ll see if it pays off. Annie, how are you?”

			“Worried. Any idea what we’re up against?” She clasped Chase’s proffered hand tightly, lacing their fingers together as the three of them walked toward the back entrance of the sheriff’s department.

			“I doubt it’s anything good. Did Gordon tell you anything you didn’t mention on the phone?” John asked as they stopped and rang the buzzer.

			“No. He just asked me to trust him.”

			John watched him closely. “Do you?”

			“Implicitly.”

			“That’ll do then.”

			Once they were inside, Stacy met them in the hall. “Annie, you can come to one of the conference rooms to wait if you’d like. Does the family know about this?” she asked as she led them. “How many more Hudsons should we expect?”

			“At least three. Beth, Ethan, and Jason,” Chase answered. “I told them not to come, but…”

			Stacy chuckled. “Color me not surprised. I’m well aware of how your clan operates. You’re a force unto yourselves.” Her smile faded when Gordon and Wyatt stepped into the doorway. “The room is ready when you are, Sheriff.”

			“Thank you.” Wyatt offered Chase his hand. “I’m sorry about this mess. Hopefully it won’t take long.”

			“It is what it is.”

			The sheriff nodded. “Annie.”

			Chase turned to her. “I hate to leave you here.”

			“I’m a big girl. I’ll be fine. Besides, I won’t be alone for long. Maybe between me, Ethan, and Jason, we can keep Beth from storming in there to take Hart’s head off.” She winked at him. “Don’t worry about me for an instant. I’ll be here when you’re done.”

			He nodded and tugged ever so lightly on one of her curls. “See you soon. John, let’s get this over with.”

			Gordon didn’t say a word as they passed, his face carefully blank. But when he glanced back at Annie before following the men from the room, something that very much resembled regret was in his eyes.

			“I hate this,” Stacy admitted softly. “I never expected him to do this to Chase.”

			Annie looked at her. “Gordon, you mean?” When the detective nodded, Annie pursed her lips, somewhat surprised. “I think there’s more going on than what we know. He called Chase to let him know about this, but other than asking him to come in and asking Chase to trust him, that’s all he would say.”

			Stacy crossed her arms as voices sounded from down the hall. “I hope you’re right. Here comes the rest of the gang. Hey.”

			Beth and Ethan came in, Jason on their heels.

			“Where is he?” Beth asked.

			“In a room. You all can set up in here. I need to go help with the interview. I’m sorry,” Stacy said again, then excused herself.

			“Annie, what the hell happened?” Beth put her hands on her hips and glared at everyone. “Gordon is here? He’s part of this? I’m gonna strangle him. He knows Chase isn’t responsible for this.”

			“He does,” Annie said as Jason shut the door, giving them privacy. “Keep that in mind. Whatever’s planned here, whatever Gordon is up to, it has to be to benefit Chase, or he wouldn’t be involved like this. We have to believe that.”

			Ethan agreed. “He’s a straight shooter even if he is cagey as hell from time to time. You know that. You’re his biggest fan, remember?” That he said the words without a hint of teasing or jealousy indicated how seriously he was taking the situation.

			“So I should hold off on the strangling, is that what you’re telling me?” Beth asked, leaning against Ethan.

			“Probably,” Annie said.

			Jason moved to stand beside her, leaning his hips against the table. “So how’d you get pulled into this mess?”

			Puzzled, she shook her head. “What do you mean?”

			He shrugged. “I know you were supposed to come out to the garage-raising today, but I figured Chase would have called you to let you know what was going on.”

			“Oh, that. We were having breakfast when Gordon called. I wasn’t about to head home and let him come in here by himself.”

			She really didn’t think about what she’d said until a slow smile spread across Jason’s face. “Breakfast, huh? I guess he picked you up really early then.”

			Narrowing her eyes, she crossed her arms. “No, he did not, thank you very much, you nosy beast. Not that it’s any of your business, but I spent the night at his place. Is that a problem?”

			Despite the circumstances, his grin was happy. “Not at all, ma’am. I’d say it’s about high time my brother made his move.”

			“Shut up.” Annie shoved him, chuckling lightly when he caught her in a brotherly half hug, half headlock.

			“You’re good for him,” Jason said seriously, leaving his arm around her shoulders. “I’m glad he has you, especially right now.”

			Beth and Ethan echoed the sentiment.

			“No one should go through this sort of thing alone,” Beth said quietly. “He shouldn’t have to go through it at all.”

			Ethan rubbed the back of her neck. “No, he shouldn’t. With any luck, whatever cards Gordon has up his sleeve today will put an end to it, at least on the investigatory end.”

			That would still leave the door open for the person who’d sent the card, however, and they all knew that. Whatever today’s outcome was, Annie hoped it would mean that Chase finally got some answers to questions he’d had for too long. Even if they weren’t answers he liked hearing, at least they’d be moving forward, and that might be the only thing they could hope for right now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Chase’s heart pounded as he followed Wyatt down the hall to the small interrogation room. “Who’s going to be conducting the interview?”

			“Greg Hart from LPD and Stacy,” the sheriff answered. “In here, please.”

			“I’d like a few minutes alone with Chase, if you don’t mind,” John said as they went in the room.

			“Sure. Just knock when you’re ready.” Wyatt closed the door as he left.

			As soon as the door shut, Chase let out a hard curse. The temptation to slam his fist through the wall was strong, but he knew that’d be about the stupidest thing he could do under the circumstances.

			“Have you called your parents?” John asked calmly.

			“No, I don’t want to worry them unless I don’t have a choice.”

			“Good. Let’s hope neither of us has to make that call.” He pulled out a chair but didn’t sit. “As your attorney, I’m advising you to cooperate as fully as you can. Answer the questions as honestly as you’re able to, but don’t volunteer anything.”

			Chase shot him an incredulous look. “Really?”

			“I know you know all this. It doesn’t hurt to hear it again. Much like doctors make the worst patients, lawyers make the worst clients. Do you have any problem giving them the DNA sample?”

			“Do you mean should I worry? No. The only way they’ll find my DNA on anything is if someone else put it there. Frankly, I wouldn’t be surprised if they did. Let’s face it—if the Bledsoes go that far, I’m hosed. It won’t matter what we do here.”

			“You think that’s a real possibility?” John asked, concerned.

			Chase nodded. “I’m terrified that it is. I’d much rather be accused of being paranoid, but I think we can’t discount the possibility.”

			John cursed. “If it does, we’ll fight it. I won’t let you go it alone.” He awkwardly patted Chase’s shoulder. “Are you ready?”

			“Yeah, I want to get this over with.”

			“Then let’s do that.” John opened the door and spoke to the deputy stationed outside the room. When he returned to the table and sat down, he pulled two tablets and pens from his briefcase, pushing one of each to Chase.

			“Set it up well, right?”

			“Give them at least part of what they’re expecting. Use the rest to throw them off,” he murmured as Wyatt, Stacy, and a shorter man walked in.

			John had an eidetic memory and didn’t need to take a single note. The notepads gave them a method with which to communicate, and Hart would expect them to write something down.

			Wyatt set three bottles of water on the table. “These might come in handy. Detective Kirchner and Detective Hart are going to be conducting this interview. Agent Gordon and I will be observing from the other room. I’ll leave you to it.”

			He pulled the door closed behind him. The room fell quiet. Stacy moved to turn on the recording equipment, then sat down at some distance from Hart. Lining up her pen in a straight parallel to the top of her notepad, she lifted her eyebrows and shot Chase a steady look that helped put him somewhat at ease. He gave her a subtle nod in return.

			Hart glanced up from where he was reviewing his notes and cleared his throat. “Let’s get started. We have a lot to discuss. First off, who’re you exactly?”

			“John Hudson. I’m Chase’s legal counsel.”

			The detective’s eyes narrowed. “Well, now, that is interesting and awfully fast of you, Chase. I’m a little surprised. From what I’ve heard, you’re an innocent man.”

			Even though his temper lit up at the words, Chase let John handle the remark.

			“Make no mistake, Detective. My nephew had nothing whatsoever to do with Kiely Turner’s death ten years ago or what’s going on now. However, given his profession and what’s at stake here, we’re erring on the side of caution. Now, what documentation do you have?”

			Hart handed John what looked to be the DNA warrant. “That’s your copy.”

			After a quick read of the papers, John nodded and looked at Stacy, who had the buccal swab kit at hand. “Fair enough. Let’s get that out of the way.”

			From the way Hart’s eyes narrowed, Chase figured his cooperation had surprised the detective. He was aware enough about what had happened to Kiely after her abduction to know there was likely plentiful DNA material to work with. That they’d thrown Hart off balance so early in the interview was, he hoped, a good sign.

			Stacy opened the package and pulled the gloves on with efficient moves, and within a few seconds, it was done.

			John spoke as she sealed the kit. “The warrant specifies that sample goes to the FBI, not back with Detective Hart.”

			“I’ll make sure it does,” she promised.

			Even knowing full well that he was innocent, Chase felt hunted. Old wounds were bound to be torn open, stomped all over in front of people he considered his friends and family, and Chase had little doubt that a lot of his pride would be demolished by the time the interview was finished. He drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. Holding on to the principles of self-control he’d learned when he was a teenager and had started kickboxing classes, he let calm wash over him and hoped it was enough.

			Hart officially opened the interview for the tapes. He identified himself and Stacy, gave the date, time, and location, and asked Chase to state his full name.

			“Richard Chase Hudson II.” He followed that with his date of birth and address as requested.

			“You’re an attorney here in Leroy, Indiana, is that correct?” Hart asked.

			“I am.”

			“And you are represented here today by your uncle, John Hudson, who is also an attorney, is that right?”

			“Yes.”

			Hart harrumphed. “The purpose of this interview is to resolve some questions that have arisen as to the nature of Chase Hudson’s involvement in the death by homicide of one Kiely Jianne Turner. To that end, Detective Kirchner, since your department has jurisdiction, if you wouldn’t mind reading the suspect his rights?”

			Chase’s heart sank, not because he’d expected not to be Mirandized, but because Hart had used “the suspect” to describe him in a formal interview. That didn’t bode well going forward, and they all knew it.

			Stacy complied. “Do you understand these rights as they have been read to you?” she asked as she finished.

			“I do.”

			“Super,” Hart said, taking back the reins. “Now that that’s out of the way, I’d like you to take me back ten years. That was a busy summer for you, wasn’t it?”

			Chase sat back in the chair a bit and carefully stretched his legs out under the table. “It was.”

			“Tell me about it,” Hart requested.

			“What do you want to know exactly?” He wasn’t about to give a general answer. If Hart wanted specifics, let him ask.

			The corner of the detective’s mouth quirked up in a sneer. “That’s an excellent response, Counselor, turning it back to me.” When Chase raised an eyebrow and didn’t respond, Hart sighed. “Gentlemen, this will go a lot faster if we simply talk about what happened.”

			Chase and John exchanged a look. Still silent, Chase picked up the water and took a drink as John responded.

			“If it hasn’t escaped your notice, Detective, my client is here voluntarily. He’s here to address specific concerns you have about this case. He’s not here to chat. He is not here to do your job for you. If you want your questions answered, I suggest you use a direct approach instead of this ‘let’s be friends’ routine. We have no interest in obstructing your investigation, but I’ll be damned if I’ll let you play cat and mouse all day. Do we understand each other?”

			Chase watched the battle of wills play out between the two men. The tension in the room was palpable, and he could almost see the chess pieces Hart had placed on the board shift into new positions to accommodate John’s parry. The slight tightening of the detective’s mouth and jaw was the only indication of the man’s agitation.

			“Tell me about the job you had that summer,” Hart instructed Chase. “Dates, names, duties.”

			“It was an internship with the Commonwealth’s Attorney’s office. I was basically a gofer at first, and as the summer wore on, I was given more responsibility, like typing up briefs or pulling books for research. It started in late May, and the position lasted through September.”

			“Who was your supervisor?” Stacy asked. He told her, and she wrote the name down.

			“How old were you?” Hart asked.

			Chase thought for a minute. “I was twenty when it started, but I had a birthday that July.”

			“So you weren’t in law school, but you managed to get into the Commonwealth’s Attorney’s internship program. That’s unusual, isn’t it?” Stacy asked.

			“Very, and I was in law school—at the end of my first year in fact. I was about a year ahead of my classmates. One of my professors sponsored me for the internship, and when I was offered the chance, I wasn’t about to pass it up. I wasn’t allowed to do anything in court, but I assisted the various attorneys and other office staff.”

			“Kiely wasn’t too happy with that decision, was she?” Hart asked softly.

			“No, she wasn’t,” Chase confirmed.

			“And why was that?” The detective leaned forward.

			“She wanted me to go back to Ashland with her, at least for part of the summer. Her parents were traveling, and I guess she wanted to play house. When I refused, she didn’t take it well.”

			Hart picked up his pen and played with it as he studied Chase skeptically. “Let me get this straight. You’re twenty years old, the girlfriend you proclaim to love is offering you a whole house to use, all to yourselves with no adult supervision, and you refuse so you can pull eighty-hour weeks at the CA’s office. Unpaid, I might add. Is that right?”

			“That about sums it up, yes,” Chase said.

			The detective shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I have a hard time believing a twenty-year-old man would pass up the chance to spend weeks on end screwing his girlfriend and partying.”

			Chase matched Hart’s posture. “Here’s a newsflash for you, Detective—just because it’s outside your realm of experience doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Sure, I was tempted to take Kiely up on her offer. I cared for her deeply. I wanted to be with her. But my parents didn’t raise me to be the kind of kid who’d throw that kind of opportunity away on a whim. I knew how hard it was to get a shot at that internship as a third-year student, much less as a first-year student. I figured Kiely would understand that choice. I took a gamble, and it didn’t turn out the way either of us anticipated.”

			Stacy spoke up, diffusing the tension a bit. “So Kiely went back to Ashland. You stayed in Lexington. When did you see her again?”

			“I didn’t see, hear from, or talk to her until the first week of classes that fall. She tracked me down in the library. I suspect now that she probably engineered that meeting, but at the time, I thought it was accidental.” When John laid a hand on his arm, Chase shook his head. “Full disclosure, John. I know Detective Hart has probably memorized my interview from back then. My opinion of that day has changed since I was interviewed, and it won’t mesh with what’s in the tapes and transcripts. That’s all.”

			Stacy crossed her arms on the table. “Why is that? What made your impression change?” There was no suspicion in her voice, just curiosity.

			Chase exchanged a look with John, who nodded. He struggled for words for a minute before figuring out what he wanted to say. “After Kiely died, I had a confrontation of sorts with her sister, Amy Lynn. One of the things she told me was that Kiely was pregnant and that they had decided to set me up as the father. The real father wasn’t in the picture, and they needed a patsy. I didn’t want to believe her at the time.”

			He paused to finish off the bottle of water and regain his composure. Telling this to Annie had been hard enough. Recounting it to friends and practical strangers was humiliating.

			“When I received the letter from the killer a couple of weeks ago and it reiterated what Amy Lynn had told me, I guess it finally clicked. Nothing about our relationship that fall was accidental. She planned it all.”

			“So you had no idea before she disappeared that Kiely was pregnant? That it wasn’t your child?” Hart asked.

			“None whatsoever.”

			“And there’s no chance the child was yours?” Stacy asked quietly.

			Chase’s jaw clenched. “No. Kiely and I were never intimate.”

			When Hart laughed, they all looked at him with varying degrees of incredulity and disgust.

			“Oh, come on,” he said, chuckling. “You were twenty years old, Hudson. Guys that age nail everything that moves, especially when it’s offered to them on a silver platter. You never screwed Kiely Turner? Pull the other one.”

			When the water bottle collapsed in Chase’s hands, he looked down, startled. He drew in a deep, calming breath and carefully set the flattened bottle on the table. “Once again, Detective, don’t use your own moral yardstick to measure my life.”

			Detective Hart sneered. “Next thing you’ll know, you’ll be telling us you’re still a virgin.” When Chase just stared a hole through him, Hart laughed, incredulous. “I’ll be damned.”

			Before Chase could answer, John spoke, his voice ice cold. “I would like to remind you that we are here to discuss the death of Kiely Turner. We are not here to discuss my client’s sex life outside the extremely narrow context specific to that summer. If you want this interview to continue, you had damn well better remember that.”

			Detective Hart ignored John and spoke directly to Chase. “You’re something else, Hudson. I keep hearing how you’re some kind of frigging paragon. Let’s go back to that summer then. So you’re working eighty-hour weeks, you’re a year ahead of your class, and you aren’t screwing your girlfriend. I can believe all of it except the last part. Who were you screwing?”

			Chase leaned back in his chair, raising the front legs off the floor as he counted silently to twenty and beyond in an effort not to reach across the table and take a jab at Hart. “If you’re the best Lexington has to offer, it’s no wonder Kiely’s murder is still unsolved.”

			“Chase,” John warned, his voice low.

			The detective glared at him. “You know, for someone who purportedly cared deeply for the girl, you don’t seem to give a rat’s ass about helping to solve her murder. Is that because you already know who raped and strangled her and dumped her body in Hickman Creek?”

			Chase let the chair fall in place. As he leaned forward, he saw anticipation light up the detective’s eyes. “Whether you’re here to find the truth or whether you’re a damned sock puppet for the Bledsoes, I don’t know, and frankly, I don’t care, because my answers don’t change either way.”

			Hart sneered. “That’s an interesting—”

			Chase cut him off. “I’m not finished. I’m going to tell you what I told the original investigators, Kiely’s family, and half a dozen people since. I did not kill Kiely. I did not have her killed. I did not have knowledge then, nor do I now, of who killed her beyond what information was contained in the letter I received the other day.

			“I know you must have some new evidence in regards to her murder and that it must be compelling in order for you to have gotten this particular group together.” He gestured around the room. “Why don’t you ask me whatever it is you came here to ask, and let’s cut the bullshit?”

			Detective Hart sat back and clapped slowly. “Bravo, Chase! Bravo! How long have you been rehearsing that little speech?”

			Chase stood, his chair flying back to hit the wall with a loud clang. The sudden movement wiped the smug grin off the detective’s face and made him reach for his holster, which hung empty on his shoulder, the gun having been checked at the door. Chase knew that if it had contained a weapon, it would have been drawn and pointed at him, and the knowledge that he had so unnerved Hart made him smile. It didn’t feel like a warm and friendly expression.

			“Bravo, Detective. We’re done here,” Chase said, feeling not quite civilized.

			John got to his feet without a word and packed his things.

			As they started toward the door, Hart blocked them. His face was a mottled red, and anger was coming off of him in waves. “We aren’t done here.”

			“Oh yes, we are. Either arrest me or get the fuck out of my way.” Chase leaned in closer to the detective, who was a few inches shorter than him, silently daring the man to raise a hand to him.

			Before Hart could do anything, the door swung open and Wyatt hurried inside, Gordon close behind.

			“Gordon, take Detective Hart for a walk to cool him down. Now!” Wyatt barked when the man continued his staredown with Chase.

			Hart moved away with reluctance, shooting a furious glare at Chase as he left the room.

			“Chase, give me three minutes,” Wyatt asked. “Three minutes alone with you and John. Please. Stacy, turn the tapes off and give us some privacy.”

			With an explosive curse that questioned everything from Hart’s manhood to his parentage, Chase turned and moved back into the room. “Make it quick.”

			As Stacy left and pulled the door closed, Wyatt moved to the table and sat on the edge of it. With a hard growl, he ran a hand over his hair. “I’ve known you and your family a long time. I like you, and I respect you. I hope that’s mutual.”

			Fighting for patience, Chase walked to the corner and grabbed the back of the chair he’d been sitting in. When he finally felt calm, he turned back to Wyatt and John. “You know it is. I’m pissed off as hell about this, but I don’t blame you.”

			The sheriff smiled briefly. “Good. Then I hope you’ll take what I’m about to say to heart. You need to finish this interview, son.” When Chase laughed with bitter amazement, Wyatt held up a hand. “Hear me out.”

			Chase waved. “By all means.”

			“You’re absolutely entitled to walk out of here, and after that asshole’s attitude, I almost wish you would. But that’s what the guy wants. You’re playing straight into his hands if you walk out now, and if you stop to think for two seconds, you’ll admit that. He thought he had you when you lost your temper. He still thinks he does. I guarantee that if you leave now, he’ll be on the phone to whatever judge he has access to and you’ll be thrown in jail—probably in Lexington instead of here—before you can blink twice.”

			“I’ve never been so angry in my life,” Chase muttered, leaning against the wall. He crossed his arms. “He hit all my buttons today. I tried to hold on to my temper, but I just couldn’t do it. After everything we went through with Beth and Ethan last fall, after the threat against Annie now… it’s too much. I’m sorry. You don’t know how sick I am of this. For over ten years, this case has tainted my life. I want it to stop.”

			“So do we, but Wyatt’s right, you know.” John looked as worried as Chase had ever seen him. “I know you’re upset. Hell, I’m proud of you for not knocking the bastard across the room, but walking out now is the worst thing you can do. You need to see this through.”

			With a frustrated groan, Chase scrubbed his hands through his hair. “Do you know, until last year when we went through hell with almost losing Beth, I really believed I was levelheaded?”

			“That was enough to turn anyone upside down,” Wyatt said quietly. “It did that to several people, not just you. Neither of us is judging you for losing your temper here. That’s not what this is about.”

			Chase laughed, a short, bitter sound that was anything but amused. “I appreciate what you’re saying, guys, but I’m tired. Tired of being stoic, of being pitied, of being ‘that poor Hudson boy’ who lost his girlfriend and who, according to more than a few, murdered her. I’ve reached my breaking point. I can’t do this anymore, especially not with Hart. I’ll go across the table at him despite my best efforts not to.”

			“What if Gordon and Stacy finish the interview?” Wyatt asked. “Would that make a difference?”

			“Fuck me.” Oh, he wanted to say that it wouldn’t. He really did. “There’s really only one answer I can give here, and you both know it.”

			“That’s a yes then?” John asked.

			“As long as you keep Hart away from me.”

			Wyatt smiled, relieved. “Good. I’ll go let everyone know and give you a couple of minutes.” He stood and left the room.

			When the door closed, John let out a breath and came to stand beside Chase. “You’re doing the right thing. For what it’s worth, I meant it when I said I’m proud of you.”

			“It’s worth a lot, thanks. I’m not very proud of myself at the moment though.”

			As they discussed strategy, Chase wondered how Gordon would feel about this new development. As relieved as he was at not having to face Hart, he dreaded what was to come with Gordon. It was a role they’d never played before, and Chase couldn’t help but wonder if their friendship would survive.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			As Gordon and Detective Hart walked back inside from the parking lot, Wyatt met them at the door, his face stony with anger. “Here’s how it’s going to be, gentlemen. Gordon and Stacy will conduct the rest of the interview. That’s the only way Chase will proceed, so that’s what we’re going to do. Understand?”

			“What the hell?” Hart exclaimed. “Hudson is my suspect. If anyone finishes that interview, it’ll be me!”

			Gordon couldn’t prevent a small smile as Wyatt’s face reflected his disbelief. As he’d recognized earlier, the sheriff was a big man, and when he stepped forward, his sheer physical presence overwhelmed the much smaller and less fit detective.

			“Maybe you should repeat yourself, Detective Hart, because I know I didn’t hear you correctly. I know you didn’t just question how I choose to handle an interview taking place in my department. Especially considering that you’re a guest in my fucking county and state,” Wyatt drawled. “Maybe you’d prefer to skedaddle back across the Ohio River and let us send you transcripts of this entire interview. As a matter of fact, the more I consider things, the better that sounds to me.”

			Not for the first time that day, Gordon wondered whether Hart was going to start a fight or back down. He had to admit he was a little disappointed when the man chose the latter.

			“Fine.” The detective shot an angry glare in Gordon’s direction. “He can handle it. Am I allowed to observe?”

			“So long as you keep your mouth shut. Say one more word out of line, and you’ll be escorted out of this county post haste,” Wyatt warned. “Do we understand each other?”

			Detective Hart gave a curt nod. “I need to use the restroom, if you gentlemen will excuse me.”

			They watched him go, and Wyatt released a long breath. Without speaking, the sheriff went back down the hall. Gordon followed, and they stopped outside the door to the conference room where Chase’s family was gathered.

			Stacy came into the hall. “Are we ready to go back in?”

			“In about three minutes.” Wyatt moved inside to answer a question from Beth.

			Gordon looked down at Stacy, who was so short she barely reached his chin. “I’d like to make sure this is a more productive interview than that earlier fiasco,” he told her in a low voice. “I didn’t expect things to get quite that heated.”

			She didn’t speak but pointed toward the observation room. When he followed her inside, she closed the door and crossed to the other side of the room with an almost angry stride.

			“Correct me if I’m wrong, Agent Gordon, but aren’t you responsible for bringing that odious man here?” She propped her hands on her hips and tilted her head.

			Crossing his arms, Gordon nodded. “I am.”

			“Then why are you so shocked that everything went to hell in there?”

			He moved toward her, stopping within arm’s reach. “I’m not really surprised that it deteriorated, just the level it fell to.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “You expected Hart to fail?”

			“I did. I didn’t come here to trap Chase in some interview from hell. I came here to help get Hart and the Bledsoes off his back once and for all.”

			He met her gaze and immediately felt the room’s temperature rise. When he instinctively took another step closer to her, she straightened, but she didn’t back away as though she was intimidated. A faint flush crossed her cheeks, and he felt as if a small piece of the world had righted itself.

			She cleared her throat nervously. “You think Hart’s hiding something?”

			“I do. I’d bet the farm on it. I think he has some kind of agenda, and that worries me. All the cards I brought might not be enough. I think they will, but you never know what your opponent is holding.”

			Not taking his gaze from hers, he snagged the access card hanging from her belt. He gave a teasing tug on the card, and when she placed her hand over his to stop him, he drew in a sharp breath. As she started to speak, they heard voices approaching the room. He moved back several feet, feeling as though he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

			She hurried toward the door without looking at him. “I’ll see you in the other room in a few minutes.”

			He didn’t reply, instead turning toward the two-way mirror. He was startled to see Chase sitting on the edge of the table in the interrogation room, looking at him with a wide grin. As Gordon swore ripely, Chase waved.

			He’d been so intent on Stacy that the thought that they might be visible to the occupants of the adjoining room hadn’t even occurred to Gordon. He flipped Chase off, his face heating. Not wanting Stacy to know they’d been observed, he moved quickly to flip the light switch. When she entered the interrogation room scant seconds later, he knew he’d dodged a bullet. It was one of the many he’d been trying to avoid all day.

			Brushing past Detective Hart and Wyatt with a nod as they came in, Gordon hoped Chase wouldn’t reveal what he’d seen. If he did, Gordon could hardly blame him. He had a lot to make up for, especially with what was still to come.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			When Stacy walked into the interrogation room, she was surprised to find Chase smiling.

			“You’re suddenly in a good mood,” she commented.

			“I’m sorry,” he told her, sobering as John and Gordon came in. “It’s been a long day, and it’s getting to me.”

			By the time everyone had sat down, the last of Chase’s humor had fled, replaced with the quiet watchfulness Stacy was familiar with. She hit the buttons that started the recording again.

			Gordon restarted the interview. “You know the reason we’re here is because there have been some developments in Kiely’s case. The first inkling we had that the investigation was heating back up was the letter you received. I’d like to discuss that.”

			Gordon went into the details of the letter and card, then the discussion segued into the package Amy Lynn had received, though Gordon didn’t specifically mention what she’d been sent.

			“We’re certain that the same person sent both mailings,” Gordon said. “The cards you and Amy Lynn received, the style of the writing of the letters, all of it was identical. I have to ask you this—did you have anything to do with mailing those packages?”

			A muscle ticked in Chase’s jaw. “No, I did not. You know I was in Vegas the days around when my letter was mailed, according to the postmark, and I’d imagine I have an alibi for the day Amy’s was sent as well.”

			“Did you hire someone to mail them?” Stacy asked.

			“No, I did not. What else do you have? There’s no way you pulled me in just for that.”

			“We didn’t,” Gordon replied. “We exhumed Kiely’s remains last week.”

			“What?” Horrified, Chase stared at his friend.

			Stacy watched his face closely, gratified to see the exact reactions she would have expected from an innocent man—shock, disgust, and not a little bit of hurt.

			“Goddamn it, Gordon!” he managed after a stunned minute. “Why? Hasn’t she been through enough? And her family… I can’t believe they agreed to it.”

			“They didn’t have a choice.” Gordon gestured to Stacy, who pulled out a copy of the letter from the casket and slid it across the table to Chase. “We found that with Kiely. Have you ever seen it before?”

			Chase read it over. “No, I haven’t.” He dropped the sheet suddenly, as though it had burned him, and sat back from the table with a sharply indrawn breath, hands clenched in front of him. “Did you say this came from her casket?”

			“Yes. Is that significant?” Gordon asked.

			Chase gave a sharp shake of his head. “These stains on the paper, they aren’t water, are they?”

			“No, they aren’t.”

			Horrified, Chase stared at him, the blood visibly draining out of his face. He grasped the edge of the table and scooted his chair backward as he swallowed convulsively. “Oh, God.”

			John grabbed his arm, urging him to put his head between his knees. “Take some deep breaths. That’s good. Can we get some ice water?”

			Stacy turned to look at the mirror, and a quick tap from the other side let her know that the message had been received. “It’s on its way.”

			“I’m okay,” Chase told them, his voice muffled and ragged. “Just give me a minute.”

			When he gave a wet sniff, Stacy got a box of tissues from the mirror ledge behind her and pushed it across the table. John grabbed a handful and gave them to Chase.

			After a minute, he straightened, his eyes red-rimmed. He was still pale, but he looked a little more stable. “Sorry about that,” he said, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “I wasn’t expecting… that.” A shudder racked his body.

			“I take it you didn’t write this note then?” Stacy asked.

			“No, I didn’t. Have you talked to the guy who got her pregnant?”

			“Her family won’t tell us who that was,” Gordon said. “Her sister swore she didn’t know.”

			Chase was clearly stunned. “What do you mean Amy Lynn doesn’t know? She was all too happy to throw him in my face ten years ago. When was she last asked about it?”

			Gordon thumbed through the notes Hart had given him. “After she received the package, and she denied at that time having ever known who it was. I don’t think there’s any mention of the man’s name in the original interviews from what I can recall. What did she tell you about him and when?”

			Chase rubbed the back of his neck. “It was Kiely’s birthday, I guess, the first one after she died. So about four months after everything. I went down to Ashland to visit the cemetery, and Amy Lynn was there. Things got pretty ugly. We both said some things we shouldn’t have, and part of her diatribe at me was to throw the pregnancy in my face again. She’d first done that after Kiely disappeared, but she’d never brought up the father before.”

			“Why didn’t you ever mention that to anyone?” Stacy asked.

			“I did,” Chase said, exasperated. “I told the detective who was handling the case, Detective Farris. He checked into it, and the next time I talked to him, he told me it was a dead end. Remember, that’s when I was still in close contact with the cops. I was at UK right there in Lexington, so it wasn’t hard to do. God, it’s no wonder they haven’t solved this. What a fricking mess.”

			“Farris is retired, but he shouldn’t be too hard to get in touch with,” Gordon said. “Do you happen to remember the father’s name?”

			Chase groaned. “Oh, geez. Let me think. Terry, Tony, something like that. Tim… no. Tommy. Tommy Mullins. Yeah, Tommy Mullins, I’m pretty sure.”

			Gordon wrote down the name, then he paused for a long moment. A look crossed his face that made Stacy sit up and take notice, especially when he passed the pen and a sheet of paper to Chase. “Do me a favor. Copy that note, just the first few lines.”

			Chase shot him an irritated look but did as he was asked.

			When he finished, he started to lay the pen down, but Gordon stopped him. “Now copy it with your left hand.”

			Chase frowned. “Why? Oh.”

			“Yeah, oh. Humor me. You know where I’m going with this.”

			“I’ve been humoring you all day, and it hasn’t gotten me anywhere,” Chase muttered, but he complied.

			Task completed, he waited for Gordon’s instructions. Gordon gestured for the paper, and when he looked at the lines Chase had written, he smiled. He passed the note to Stacy.

			“This isn’t even close,” she said. “And you are definitely right-handed. I can barely read this chicken scratch of the left-handed version.” She looked at Gordon, who was still smiling. “Why does that make you so happy?”

			“Because the day after Kiely disappeared, Chase broke his arm in a bicycling crash. His right arm,” Gordon explained. “There’s no way he wrote that note. The handwriting’s too spidery, and it isn’t even remotely close to Chase’s from either hand. Given the content, the note we found was likely written after Kiely’s death. Chase couldn’t have created it.”

			John spoke up. “You know it isn’t that simple, Agent Gordon. Certain people”—he shot an icy glare at the mirror—“will probably argue the point.”

			“Let them,” Gordon said. “Chase is a lawyer. That means there are copious writing samples we can pull from over the years, probably even some from ten years ago. It would be child’s play to get a dozen handwriting experts to do sworn affidavits. Every theory Detective Hart had hinged on this note, the DNA which won’t match, and Chase’s alibi, which is still solid enough all things considered. As far as I’m concerned, we’re done here.”

			There was a loud thump from the observation room, followed by raised voices. In seconds, Stacy was out of the room, Gordon right behind her. Chase and John hurried to join them. Everyone had spilled out of the conference room as well, drawn by the commotion. As they reached the hall, the door to the observation room slammed back on its hinges and into the wall.

			Detective Hart rushed straight to Gordon, getting in the taller man’s face. “What the fuck was that?” he screamed. “Do you know what you just did? Do you?” He pushed a finger into Gordon’s chest.

			Before anyone could react, Gordon had the detective shoved face-first into the wall with his arms pinned behind his back. Hart cursed, and Gordon tightened the hold on his arms.

			“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Gordon growled. “Are you trying to lose your badge?” After a minute, he moved back slowly and released his grip with caution.

			With so many law enforcement officers crowded into the hall, most of them already emotionally primed, the tension was like a living presence.

			“Let’s all take some deep breaths and try to calm down,” Wyatt said in a low voice.

			“Calm down when he just gave our case away to the prime suspect? Fuck you.” Detective Hart whirled around to face Gordon, virulent hatred on his face. The detective looked at everyone in the hall, then let his gaze rest on Chase for a moment. He dismissed Chase and sneered at Gordon. “You think I’ll lose my badge over this? I’d bet you’re the one who ends up unable to get a job as a security officer, Special Agent Gordon. You’ll regret this. I promise you that.”

			Stacy wasn’t surprised when Gordon laughed, but the stone-cold calm gaze he leveled at the detective took her slightly aback.

			Stepping up to the man, Gordon bent his head so that their faces were on the same level. “Do your worst.”

			A long, tense silence passed as everyone waited for whatever was coming next.

			Wyatt broke it, using his chin to call a deputy over from where he’d been standing nearby, drawn by the commotion. “Escort the detective out and make sure he gets across the river.”

			Without another word, Detective Hart stalked down the hall. When he disappeared from sight on the other side of the locked door with the deputy, a collective sigh of relief split the air.

			Chase gave a harsh laugh. “Well, folks, as fun as it’s been, I’m ready to go home.” He glanced at his watch. “Wow, it’s only been three hours? I thought it would be later.”

			“You kids go on,” Wyatt said. “Get out of here. Gordon and Stacy and I still have a few things to discuss.”

			As everyone filed down the hall, Chase hung back. Stacy watched, her breath held, as he walked up to Gordon, his expression hard to read. After a moment’s pause, Chase held out his hand. Gordon’s relief was almost tangible, and he clasped Chase’s hand with both of his.

			“I’ll talk to you soon,” Chase said.

			Gordon nodded, and they watched as Chase hurried to join his family. When Wyatt laid his hand on Gordon’s shoulder in a comforting gesture, the younger man jumped a bit.

			“You pulled a nice, fat rabbit out of your hat in there. How serious do you think Hart was about you regretting that decision?” the sheriff asked.

			Gordon rubbed the back of his neck. “Oh, he was dead serious. And that makes me wonder what else he has up his sleeve. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’s hiding something, probably some political connections no one is aware of, if I had to guess.”

			Wyatt agreed. “He was too cocky.”

			Stacy let out a breath. “Then maybe we should try to figure out exactly what those connections are before they come back to haunt us all.”

			The three of them exchanged a look.

			“Any ideas where to start?” Wyatt asked.

			Gordon shrugged. “The beginning is always a good place.”

			So that was what they did.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			It didn’t take long for Chase to catch up with everyone. As soon as they were outside, Beth threw her arms around his waist, holding on tightly. Chase cursed Hart all over again when he saw how worried she was.

			He returned the hug and ruffled her hair. “I’m okay. Please don’t worry.”

			She pulled back and scowled. “You don’t look okay. You look worn out. What happened in there?”

			He shook his head. “I’m a bit battered and bruised emotionally speaking. No harm done, and no offense, but I’m all talked out. I can’t do any more today.”

			She opened her mouth to protest, then sighed. “Okay. But you will sit down with us soon, right? And we’ll figure this thing out.”

			“I will. I promise,” he said with a tired smile. “I’m sorry about the garage.”

			“Forget it. It isn’t going anywhere,” Ethan said. “There’ll be other days to work on it.”

			“Chase, what’s your schedule like tomorrow?” John asked as they reached their vehicles.

			“I’m in court most of the day.” He jerked his thumb back toward the courthouse. “Do you think this is going to be a problem for me as far as work goes?”

			John grimaced. “I wouldn’t be surprised if your office gets some phone calls. Even with this having happened on a Sunday, you know how gossip travels in this town. I’ll give you a call tomorrow afternoon. You kids stay safe out there, and I’ll see you all soon.”

			“Thanks, John.”

			“The joys of living in a small town,” Jason quipped, not quite bitter but certainly more acerbic than he usually tended to be. “I’m going to head out and see if I can catch up with Hannah and Paulo. Call me if you need me, if you need anything.” He gave Chase a tight hug.

			“I will,” Chase promised. “Thanks for coming down here, guys.”

			“Where else would we be?” Ethan asked as he and Beth moved toward her SUV. “We’re heading out too. Let us know if you need anything, okay?”

			“Actually, I do. Can I have a minute with Annie?”

			“Sure.” Ethan grabbed Beth’s hand. Despite her protests, he gently pulled her toward her SUV. “Come on, blondie. We’ll be over here getting the air cooled down. Take your time, Chase, Annie. There’s no hurry.” He wasn’t quite able to hide his grin.

			Chase waited until they were inside the vehicle. “Oh, that wasn’t awkward at all,” he teased. “I told you they’d be fine about us.”

			She gave him a small smile and tucked her hair behind her ear nervously. “So you did. Do you want me to go home with you, or…?”

			He tugged her close and wrapped his arms around her, resting his chin on her head with a weary sigh. “Would you be offended if I said I need a little time alone and asked you to catch a ride back to the house with them?”

			“You aren’t feeling regrets, are you?” The quiet stillness that went through her body told Chase more than words that she was waiting for him to let her down. “The last thing I want is for you to feel obligated to spend time with me.”

			He cupped her face and pressed a hard, fast kiss to her lips. “No, absolutely not. No regrets. I need a little… I need to regroup.”

			“You almost said you needed space,” she said, narrowing her eyes.

			“Yes, I almost did. And then I remembered that’s girl-speak for breaking up. That’s not what I mean. I only need a few hours.”

			Not caring that they were in the middle of the courthouse parking lot, he kissed her again. It was a tender, poignant kiss that brought tears to her eyes.

			“Would it be okay if I came over later this evening?” he asked.

			She nodded, and he felt her relax. “That would be extraordinarily okay. You can even bring Murphy if you’d like.”

			When he realized she was inviting him to spend the night, he kissed her again. “Then let’s plan on that.”

			He walked her to Beth’s SUV and opened the door. When Beth turned toward them with a grin, he scowled.

			“So…” she said.

			Chase held up his hand. “Not one word.”

			“But—”

			“No, not another word.”

			She tried again. “Chase, come on—”

			“Annie, I’ll see you later. Ethan, try to keep your wife out of trouble.” Without waiting for a response, Chase closed the door.

			As Ethan pulled away with a quick beep of the horn, Beth stuck her head out the open window. “You’re mean, Chase Hudson!” But her smile belied her words.

			He waved at her and unlocked his car. As he got in, it occurred to him that despite how screwed up the day had been, despite how angry he was at too many people right now, his life had become full in a way that he’d never expected.

			Looking back over the last year at how much tragedy had marked the lives of his family and friends, he had to focus on the fact that so much good had come out of the tragedy. Beth and Ethan were together, happily married by the looks of things. Jason had found Hannah and Paulo, thanks in large part to Beth’s sabbatical, and Chase’s relationship with Annie had grown and changed into something precious, something he had never expected to find.

			Additionally, Murphy had found him, and Chase and Gordon had reconnected after not having talked for several years. Despite the day’s events, he was fairly certain their friendship was intact.

			Knowing how much he had to lose made him more determined than ever not to let Kiely’s family get their wish to see him hang or rot in a jail cell for something he didn’t do. “Life’s too short.”

			Maybe tomorrow he’d meet with John and see if they could come up with something that would get the Bledsoes to permanently back off, maybe the threat of a lawsuit for harassment or some such. It was worth a shot. He’d already lost too much time, too much of his life, to them. He wasn’t about to give them a day more if he could help it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			That evening, Annie tried to wait patiently for Chase’s arrival, but she wasn’t having a lot of luck. When she’d gotten home, she’d set about preparing for the evening just in case. She put clean sheets on the bed, set candles throughout the house at strategic points, and took a long soak in the tub. It wasn’t that she was planning on seducing Chase, but she was opening the door to the possibility of intimacy.

			“Seriously? Let’s be honest, girl. You’re gonna try to jump him.”

			Last night, she’d confessed everything about her relationship with Rafe, including the fact that she had briefly taken him back after the miscarriage, something she was deeply ashamed of having done.

			“Why? Because you were a kid and your judgment was clouded?” he asked, touching her face. “Need I remind you of the disaster that was my own college romance?”

			There was no disgust in his eyes, in his tone, and seeing that, she’d been able to let go of some of the guilt she still harbored.

			Afterward, they’d watched a movie from his bed. There had been some kissing, some heated touches, but for the most part, they had just held each other and talked. With a couple of exceptions, they’d avoided serious topics and simply enjoyed spending time in each other’s company. She’d fallen asleep in his arms, Murphy snuggled up at her knees.

			It had been a revelatory experience. For the first time, she’d felt like who she was in her head and her heart mattered as much as the body she inhabited, and the emotions that brought up within her were slightly overwhelming.

			Now, as she fixed food for the evening, self-doubt crept back in. She admitted she was concerned that Chase hadn’t put the moves on her. She knew he had been aroused. That had been blatantly obvious more than once during the night. She was just afraid he didn’t desire her enough.

			She was putting the finishing touches on the chicken salad when she heard a vehicle in the driveway. After stashing it in the fridge, she wiped her hands on a dish towel and hurried to the door with a smile. When she saw the man standing on her porch, the smile vanished.

			“Rafe. What are you doing here?” She didn’t bother to unlock the storm door, a frisson of nervousness chasing up her spine as she thought about the threats against her and Beth. Her eyes dropped to the baseball bat she’d placed beside the door.

			His too-handsome face lit up with a smile. “Aren’t you going to invite me in, Annabel?”

			“No, I’m not, and that is not my name. How did you know where to find me?”

			“I asked around town. Come on, Annie, I just want to talk.”

			“I don’t. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.” She started to close the inside door, but his words stopped her.

			“Annie, please. Hear me out. That’s all I want.”

			With a heartfelt groan, she debated whether or not to let him speak. “Will you go away if I do?”

			“If you still want me to leave, yes.”

			“Fine. Talk.” She glanced at her watch. “You have two minutes. I have company coming, and I don’t want you here when they arrive.”

			Rafe’s smile was winsome. “Aren’t you gonna come outside?”

			“No.”

			He frowned with bemusement and scratched his cheek. “All right then. Annie, sweetheart, I—” She held up a hand, and he ducked his head. “Okay, sorry. Too much. It’s just that seeing you the other day, it brought everything back. I realized how much I’ve lost. How much I’ve missed you. Tell me you didn’t think of us after we met again.”

			Astonished, she gaped at him. He had always been a stunningly handsome man, and age had only enhanced that appeal. If he had possessed the least bit of interest in modeling, she had no doubt he would have succeeded.

			However, she also knew that he was as shallow as a puddle, not entirely bright, couldn’t keep his pants zipped, and was basically a disaster of an immature boy in a man’s body. She wanted no part of anything he was offering.

			“I remember you singing quite the different tune several years ago,” she said. “Do you remember that?”

			He had the grace to look ashamed. “I was a lot younger then. I had a lot to learn still.”

			“Mm-hmmm. You were. We both were. And I have learned a lot, which is why I have no reason to believe you’ve changed. What’s more, I have absolutely no desire to learn whether you’re the same or not. Time’s up. Take care of yourself. Have a nice life without me in it.”

			To her surprise, when she moved to close the door, he hurried up the steps and fell to his knees in front of her on the other side of the glass.

			“Please. I need to know you’ll forgive me, that you’ll give me a chance,” he begged.

			“For crying out loud! You’re being ridiculous. When did you become such a drama queen? Get up!”

			He shook his head stubbornly. “No. Not until you forgive me.”

			She rubbed her forehead, where a tension headache was building. “You know, if this were a romance novel, I’d be forgiving you and falling into your arms. But this isn’t a romance novel. This is the real world. You abandoned me when I was nineteen years old and pregnant with your child. Then after I lost that baby, I let you back in despite all my misgivings. When you realized I would never be able to bear your children, you rejected me again.

			“What happened, Rafe? Did you go have a family somewhere, and now you’re tired of playing house? You figure I’m a safe bet because you can’t knock me up again?”

			A flare of shock washed across his face, and she knew she had hit the nail on the head.

			“That’s beyond disgusting. I was naïve the first time around. I should have known better the second time, but I wanted to give you a chance. Now though? I know you for who and what you are, and I pity you. I even forgive you. But I wouldn’t have you if you came gold-plated. I have no interest in anything you have to offer. Goodbye.” She started to close the door, but he pressed against the glass.

			“But, Annie, darling… I love you! Please, please, I’m begging here. I want to marry you. I love you!”

			She stood there, too stunned to move, as she stared at him with her mouth open. Before she could respond, a low growl sounded.

			“Well, now, isn’t this cozy, Murphy? Aren’t you going to answer the man’s question, Annie?” Chase drawled.

			She winced at the throbbing anger and hurt she heard in his voice. Finished with the ridiculous drama, she grabbed the baseball bat and unlatched the door, shoving hard and sending Rafe ass over teakettle on the porch.

			Furious, she stood over him, raising the bat as if ready to swing for the fences. As he scrambled backward, tumbling down the steps as he tried to get to his feet, she glanced at Chase, who was watching them with a guarded, stony look. He had Murphy’s carrier under his arm, and the low, steady growl she had heard was still coming from the cat.

			“Now, Annie…” Rafe tried.

			“Shut up. I think you have your answer.”

			“I think I do.” He nodded as he got to his feet.

			“Then I will thank you to take your mangy carcass away from me and keep it away.” She looked at Chase. “Any questions?”

			“No, ma’am.” He cleared his throat and gestured to Murphy. “I should probably get this guy inside, don’t you think?” She lowered the bat and moved aside so he could pass. He paused next to her on the porch. “Do you want me to come back out?”

			She shook her head without looking at him. “No, I’ve got this. Rafe is leaving. Thanks,” she added as Chase went inside.

			The door closed behind him, and Rafe let out a breath.

			“Go find yourself a sweet young thing who’ll salve your ego,” she told him quietly. “If you’re lucky, you won’t even remember my name in the morning.”

			“You really think so little of me?” He stared at her with a pained expression.

			She laughed. “I don’t think anything about you. I know who you are. I don’t wish you ill, but I don’t want anything to do with you. Have a good life.”

			He left without another word. Annie watched through the space between the house and the garage as he got in his truck and drove away, then she turned to go back inside.

			Chase was leaning against the door frame, Murphy sitting at his feet. When she opened the storm door and went in, the cat twitched his tail and gave one last growl in the direction of the driveway.

			She bent down and scooped him up for a quick hug. “My little furry defender. You’re adorable, do you know that?” She kissed him, then released him with a sigh.

			“Regretting your decision?” Chase asked.

			She scoffed. “Not hardly.”

			“I’m serious,” he said quietly. “There isn’t some part of you that wishes you were with him instead of here?”

			Flabbergasted, she stared at him. Surely he didn’t think she would prefer to have Rafe? But as she watched him brace for her answer, she realized that he did expect her to choose the other man. “You mean here with you, right?”

			Hesitantly, he nodded.

			Stepping closer to him until only an inch or two separated their bodies, she lightly touched his face. “How is it that you are so strong and so self-possessed but you have no idea of how appealing you are, how loveable you are? No, I don’t want him. I’m exactly where I want to be, with exactly the person I want to be with.”

			Murphy meowed, and she smiled as she felt his soft paws on her leg.

			“Sorry, with the people I want to be with. I adore you two, you know. Any more questions?” she asked softly, not taking her gaze from Chase’s.

			He shook his head mutely and turned his face to kiss her hand. A weight she hadn’t even been aware she was carrying lifted from her shoulders. She bent down and picked up the purring cat, who nuzzled her chin. When she realized that being with Chase and Murphy felt like home, she smiled, then she laughed out loud.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			When Chase had pulled up in the driveway and seen Rafe on the porch with Annie, he’d almost turned around and left. After everything that had happened, he was already on edge, and the stress of what he had to do this evening added to that edginess. He thought it was highly likely that he’d end up throwing the man into the pool.

			Seeing Rafe there, on his parents’ property with Annie, was almost too much. He had gotten out of the car with a somewhat fatalistic mindset. If the day was going to go completely to hell, he told himself, he might as well get it over with.

			Thankfully, things hadn’t gone the way he had feared. Quite the opposite, in fact. They’d eaten, the meal simple and quietly intimate, exactly what he’d needed to recharge.

			Now, as he sat on the couch and watched Annie torment Murphy with the laser pointer, he was almost content. There was no place else he wanted to be and no one else he wanted to be with. If not for his pending confession and the threat that still existed from the killer, the evening would have been perfect.

			Annie finally took mercy on the cat and put the toy aside. Murphy stayed where he was, on his back on the rug in front of the couch, legs stretched out in four directions.

			“He’s so adorable when he does that.” She leaned against Chase and tucked her legs up underneath her. “He’ll be out like a light in a couple of minutes.”

			“Yep, if that.”

			They watched the small orange tabby, and before long, his legs completely relaxed, a back foot twitching now and then as he dreamed.

			When a loud clap of thunder sounded, they all jumped, including Murphy, who went from sound asleep to on his feet in a flash. His tail was twice its normal size, and the fur on his back stood straight up.

			“Oh, my God.” Annie burst out laughing, clapping her hand over her mouth to stifle the sound.

			Murphy shot her an affronted glare, his dignity challenged, and stalked off to the kitchen and his food bowl.

			Chase didn’t do more than crack a smile. He couldn’t.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked softly. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			He held a hand out to her, and she took it. Pensive, he linked their fingers and played with her nails. “I have something I need to tell you.” Unable to sit still, he kissed her hand and stood to pace.

			She didn’t speak, just waited while he gathered his thoughts. When the lights flickered, she got up and lit some of the candles scattered around the room. As she touched a match to the last one, the power went off.

			Chase sighed with relief. What he was about to say was going to be difficult and embarrassing enough. He hoped he could get through it before the lights came back on.

			“Should I be worried?” she asked as she sat back down on the couch.

			Murphy jumped up beside her and settled in to bathe. She absently scratched behind his ears as she watched Chase.

			He shrugged and sent her a rueful smile. “I guess that depends on your perspective. I’ve known for a while that I’d have to make this confession. Knowing hasn’t made it any easier however.” When he saw the deep concern on her face, he gave a light growl. “I’m scaring you. I don’t mean to.”

			She gave him a reassuring smile. “Think of this like a bandage. It hurts less if you rip it off and get it over with.”

			Chase groaned. He knew she was right, and he took a deep breath to do just that. “I’m… I’m uh, well. Damn it, this is embarrassing.” He swallowed. “I don’t want you to look at me differently.”

			“Are you going to confess to murder?” she asked calmly.

			“What? No!” he said, astonished.

			“Okay, then. Are you married? Gay?”

			He scowled. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

			She smiled gently. “Then I can’t imagine anything you could say that would change the way I look at you, much less the way I feel about you.”

			“Not even if I told you I’m still a virgin?”

			She laughed, clearly thinking he was joking. When she realized he wasn’t, the amusement drained away, replaced by shock.

			He gave a jerky nod. “I’m going to sit down now.”

			Moving to the couch, he sat beside Murphy and rested his head in his hands, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his palms. After a full minute went by and Annie hadn’t spoken, he looked up. She hadn’t moved but sat staring at him.

			“Well, say something. Anything,” he begged.

			“How?” she asked, dumbfounded.

			Chase spread his hands. “I’m not sure. It certainly wasn’t something I’d planned.”

			She sat back against the cushions and propped her head on her hand, frowning. “But you’re… I mean, well… you’re serious? This isn’t some weird joke?”

			“I’ve never been more serious in my life.”

			“All those weekends you left town—we all thought you were going to meet a girlfriend somewhere.”

			“I know,” he admitted. “I didn’t do anything to disabuse you all of that notion. I didn’t want you to know the truth. It isn’t something I’m proud of.”

			“Well, it certainly isn’t something you should be ashamed of. Where were you all those weekends if you weren’t meeting women?”

			He shrugged. “Concerts, plays, ballgames sometimes. I’d go do genealogy research quite often, or sometimes I’d check into a hotel room for the weekend and read legal journals.”

			“I’m sorry… I just can’t believe you’re still a virgin. Are you sure you’re not joking?

			There was no humor in Chase’s laughter. “Why is it so hard to believe? Because I’m thirty-two years old?”

			“No. Well, maybe that’s a little of it,” she hedged. “It’s more that you’re so… self-possessed and confident. So male. I would never have dreamed you didn’t have experience. Until recently, when you started talking about everything that happened ten years ago, I kind of figured you were like Jason and Ethan and their bevies of admirers—before they ended up henpecked, I mean—but that you didn’t want the world to see what you were doing. Not that they were ever promiscuous or anything, but they’re certainly not monks. You know what I’m trying to say. I hope.”

			Chase blew out a tense breath and even managed to laugh a little at her description. “I do.” Unable to sit still, he paced around the living room. “Until recently, I tried to put it to the back of my mind. If I ignored it, it wasn’t real.”

			“How did you end up still a virgin?” she asked, her tone serious.

			“I was never all that popular until I made friends with Ethan. I was awkward, shy, the typical ninety-eight-pound geek. I got teased and beat up quite a bit. Mom and Dad finally signed me up for kickboxing when I was fifteen, and I had a growth spurt that summer.” He sent her a mischievous grin. “When I went back to school that fall, I was ready for the bullies. Ethan was the first and the last that year to try stuffing me in a locker. He kind of took me under his wing after that.”

			Annie shook her head. “It’s hard to imagine Ethan as a bully.”

			“He was pretty obnoxious at that age. He had a lot of issues to work through.”

			“So what happened?”

			Chase sat down again, unable to get comfortable enough mentally to settle on pacing or sitting. “I was still too shy to do much more than talk to girls in high school. Hell, in college too. I dated a little before Kiely, but most of my friends were geeks like me. We weren’t exactly surrounded by opportunities to get laid. I’ve always tended to bury myself in projects, and I did that in college. Then I met her.” He shook his head, remembering how green he’d been. “I was ready to make that commitment, to take things to the next level. Then the internship came up, and you know what happened from there.”

			Murphy stood and stretched, then climbed into his lap with a purr. Chase gave the cat a hug and cradled him the way he liked to be held, rubbing his chest with one hand between his front paws.

			“But you’ve dated since then,” Annie stated, not letting him get distracted. “I know you have.”

			“Not as much as you think, I’ll bet. I’ve gone on a few dates here and there, but I’ve always been a little hesitant to get involved. There’ve been women over the years who were only interested in dating me because I had a girlfriend who was murdered.”

			“Now I know you’re joking. At least I hope you are.”

			He shook his head. “Nope. One woman Gordon set me up with, as a matter of fact. She seemed really nice, stable. I started to think, ‘Hey, this might work.’ It didn’t.”

			“I’m almost afraid to ask.”

			“Third date. I take her home, we’re saying good night in the car—”

			Annie interrupted. “By ‘saying good night,’ you mean what?” She shrugged when Chase shot her a disgruntled look. “Well? It’s important to have the right context of these things.”

			“We were kissing, okay?” he replied, uncomfortable.

			“Okay. That’s all I needed to know.” The drink she took did nothing to hide her grin. “Continue, please.”

			Chase wrapped one of her curls around his finger, tugging gently. “Behave,” he warned her in a mock-stern voice. “So things are getting heated, and she draws back, asks me to come inside. We’re moving fast, but I don’t care. I was twenty-four or so, and I thought, ‘Yes, finally!’” He took a long drink of his beer and set the bottle on the end table with careful precision. “Then she says, ‘And you can tie me up, and I’ll pretend to be dead. Won’t that be fun?’ You’ve never seen anyone end a date so fast.”

			Annie stared at him, her mouth open wide with shock, speechless.

			With a shrug, he continued. “She wasn’t the first, and she wasn’t the last, but she was definitely the most direct. Although, I have to say, Gordon has never tried to set me up with any more blind dates,” he said tongue in cheek. “He married Mallory right around that time, and we lost touch with each other.”

			“My God, I am so sorry. I’ve been on some rough dates, but nothing like that.” She was appalled, and she scoffed. “Unbelievable.”

			“Let me tell you, I was shocked. She’s a successful lawyer now, very high-profile. Not the kind of person you would look at and say, ‘Yeah, she’s into necrophilia,’ or whatever kind of fetish that would constitute.”

			Annie scooted closer and held out a hand, which he took with an embarrassed grimace. “I can see how that would put you off dating for a while. But I also know how men are. You know I’m not a virgin. I’ve been with more than one man. You all are sexual creatures, and you… you practically ooze pheromones. I’m at a loss as to how in the world you’ve managed to contain that side of yourself all these years.”

			He looked away as his face heated. “I locked it inside, I guess. It hasn’t been easy. There’ve been a couple of times I’ve come close. I’d date someone, she was nice enough, I’d be attracted to her, and when the opportunity presented itself, I couldn’t do it. I’d freeze up every time. I liked the women well enough, but I didn’t love them. That was important to me, as old-fashioned as it sounds.

			“After a while, by the time I reached about twenty-six, the pressure of having to perform like I’d been having sex for ten years or so wasn’t worth it. They were women I knew I wouldn’t be with six months down the road, so I abstained. Over the years, let’s just say that my right hand and I have developed a love-hate relationship.”

			Annie looked down at his right hand, which she held. “I can imagine so.”

			Chase closed his eyes with a silent groan, mortified at what he had revealed. When she released his hand, he wasn’t surprised. When she moved closer instead of fleeing, his heart started pounding so hard he was sure she could hear it.

			She murmured in a low voice as she scooped up Murphy and set him gently on the floor. “Why did you tell me all this? Is it because you’ve decided friendship is all you want, or is it because you want something more?”

			Her voice was quiet, and he realized how tense she’d gotten. “Go big or go home, right? I want it all, but I had to be honest with you first, to tell you the truth about what I am. It wouldn’t be fair to let you walk in blind. Full disclosure.”

			To his surprise, she rose up on her knees and threw one leg over him to straddle his lap, settling in lightly on his thighs. She cupped his face before sliding her fingers into his hair as she studied him. Grasping his hair, she tugged, drawing his head back so that he met her gaze.

			“So what you’re basically telling me is that you’re serious about me, about us?” she asked.

			“Yeah, I am. I have been for a while.” When she traced his lips, he bent his head, trying to kiss her finger, but she wouldn’t let him catch her, so he stopped.

			“You’re also telling me that you have next to no experience as far as it relates to sex. Is that right?”

			“Um, yeah. I mean, I’ve read a book or twelve thousand on the subject, if that counts.” He rested his hands on her waist.

			She laughed softly and gave him a smacking kiss on the forehead, letting her face rest next to his. When he saw the acceptance in her gaze, he returned her smile with a boyish grin. The grin disappeared when she sat back and pulled her shirt over her head.

			He shifted on the couch as his cargo shorts became uncomfortably tight. When she reached behind her back and undid the clasp on her bra, his mouth dried up and his grip on her waist tightened.

			“Annie, dear God in heaven, you’re killing me here,” he ground out.

			She held the loosened bra to her breasts, letting the straps slip down her shoulders. “Just a couple more questions, and I’ll put you out of your misery. Is it accurate for me to assume that since I’m the one with experience, you’ll look to me for guidance? For tutoring, if you will?”

			“I suppose that’s a pretty fair assessment,” he managed.

			She nuzzled his face with her own as she brought her arms up to wrap around his neck. “So, Counselor, to summarize, I have a man to whom I am deeply attached and attracted, who is deeply attached and attracted to me. This man wants to learn from me how to make love. This man wants me despite knowing I can’t have children and despite all the other personal baggage I carry. And I get to shape this same man into the perfect lover. Does that cover all the bases pretty well?”

			“Well, you forgot the sweet but psychotic cat,” he said as Murphy ran across the room as if all the demons of hell were pursuing him. He both felt and heard Annie’s laughter.

			“Okay, an addendum. He’s willing to share his zany cat.” She sat back, and the bra slipped down on her chest, uncovering her breasts. With an easy movement, she pulled it off the rest of the way.

			Chase could no sooner have stopped his eyes from falling to her breasts than he could have stopped the sun from rising. “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered reverently.

			She placed her hands over his where they rested on her hips and slid them up so that his palms covered her nipples. His groan was tortured, and he closed his eyes at the shaft of pleasure that pierced him. She kept her hands over his, waiting until he opened his eyes again and looked at her.

			“I’ve never felt so much for anyone. Ever. I feel so much for you it scares me. I need you to hear this and believe it even if saying it scares me to death. I love you.” His eyes flew to hers, and she nodded, her eyes misty. “It scares the crap out of me, but there it is. I love you.”

			“Annie… do you have any idea what you mean to me?”

			“Some idea.” She lowered her face, and their lips met. “Would you like to go upstairs with me? There’s absolutely no pressure, just you and me enjoying each other. What happens, happens.”

			For a moment, he didn’t think he could answer, but he finally found his voice. “I’ve never wanted anything more in my life. You’re everything to me.”

			She stood and held her hands out to him. Without hesitation, he grasped them and rose. Unable to resist, he pulled her in for another kiss.

			Before long they were both breathing hard, and Chase’s shirt had met the same fate as hers. The sensations and heat were too much for him, and the need for everything almost brought him to his knees. He managed to pull back and let her lead him to the stairs. He stopped her on the first step and cupped a hand around her neck to draw her close again.

			“No matter how well or how badly tonight turns out, I want you to know something,” he said, his voice rough. “Whatever happens tonight, I’m glad I waited. I’m glad this is going to happen with you. And I love you.”

			“You mean that, don’t you?” she asked, pure wonder in her eyes as she touched his cheek.

			“More than I can tell you.”

			She smiled. “Then why don’t you show me instead?”

			That was exactly what he did.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Not many miles away from Chase and Annie, the killer sat in a bar, nursing his second beer. He was trying to decide whether he wanted to bother driving to Cincinnati that night. It had been a long week while he’d waited for the payoff from his carefully laid plans. The thought of picking up a prostitute to blow off some steam held a lot of appeal. It was a ninety-minute trip each way, but he supposed he could call in sick the next day.

			Just as he decided to make the drive, one of his old high school classmates came in, followed by a woman the killer assumed was his date. When Joe saw him sitting at the bar, he lifted his hand in a wave and made a beeline for him. The killer settled back down on his barstool with a sigh and plastered on a fake grin.

			“Hey, man,” Joe said. “Haven’t seen you in a while. How’ve you been?”

			They shook hands, and the killer nodded at the woman clinging tightly to Joe’s arm. “I’ve been busy. You know how it is. Work, work, and work some more.”

			Joe introduced his date. “She’s a dispatcher with the Olman County Sheriff’s Department. It was a rough day down there today.”

			“Oh?” he responded, trying to show the appropriate interest but no more even though his adrenaline had started flowing at the man’s words. “How so?”

			“There was a big blowup between the sheriff and some out-of-town detective.” The woman placed her drink order, and it was all the killer could do to not scream at her to finish the story.

			To his relief, Joe picked up the tale. “Yeah, apparently the guy was there questioning one of the Hudsons about a murder. Sheriff Dixon didn’t take too kindly to it, and he and the out-of-town guy just about came to blows.”

			“It wasn’t quite like that. I told you,” his girlfriend interjected.

			Joe shrugged dismissively. “Whatever. Point is the Hudson family slipped out of justice’s grasp once again. Must be nice to be able to buy your own sheriff.”

			His girlfriend turned on him angrily. “I’ve had it with your attitude. The Hudsons are nice people, and nobody owns Wyatt Dixon! I’m going home.” She stood. “You can go fuck yourself!”

			Joe didn’t even make a token protest, and the two men watched as she stalked out the door.

			Joe sighed. “Plenty more where she came from. Fucking Hudsons.”

			The killer gestured for a refill, hiding the fury rising inside him. “So I guess they didn’t arrest the guy?”

			Joe shook his head and snorted. “Are you kidding me, man? The guy’s probably going to literally get away with murder. Makes me sick to watch, rich SOB.”

			When the killer’s drink came, he downed most of it in one gulp, wincing at the bite of the alcohol. “I know what you mean.” He pulled out his wallet and laid some cash on the bar. As he stood, he slapped Joe on the shoulder.

			“You heading out?” Joe asked.

			“Yeah, long day tomorrow.”

			He barely made it outside before fury overwhelmed him. His anger exploded into rage, and he slammed a fist into the door panel of a nearby truck, not feeling the pain he knew traveled up his arm.

			With all the trails he’d laid, the careful planning, Chase Hudson should have been rotting in jail. It didn’t bother him that his DNA had probably been found on Kiely—they had nothing to compare it to, and Chase’s should have been there as well. Chase’s would trump his any day.

			Angrier than he could ever remember being, the killer got in his truck. He peeled out of the parking lot, headed for Cincinnati. He had no choice now. The demon was riding him hard. It wouldn’t be satisfied until he had literal blood on his hands.

			Ten minutes into the drive, his headlights picked out a lone figure walking along the side of the road. It was a woman, scantily clad in a short black skirt and tube top. She was carrying a pair of high heels in one hand, and every few steps, she hopped as her bare feet hit gravel or a rock that she hadn’t seen in the dark.

			The killer looked in his mirrors. This section of the highway was deserted, private… perfect. Making a split-second decision, he passed the woman and pulled over.

			In the glow of his taillights, he saw her hesitate, then she sped up her stride, bouncing up to the passenger window, which he had lowered. When she leaned in, the smell of alcohol drifted in. The killer smiled, and the woman smiled back.

			“Where are you headed, handsome?” she asked, her voice slightly slurred.

			“Depends. Where do you need to go?”

			“Oh, up the road a little ways to a friend’s. Think you could give me a ride, darlin’?” She licked her lips and lowered her gaze to his crotch.

			A slow, wicked grin slid across his face. “Baby, I can give you a ride you’ll never forget. Hop in.”

			As the woman opened the door and climbed into the truck, he glanced around, hardly able to believe his luck. Not a single vehicle had come along during the time they’d been talking, and as he pulled away from the side of the road, he laughed.

			“You saved me from a long drive, sweetheart,” he told his passenger. “I’ll be sure to thank you properly for that. Are you from these parts?”

			She giggled. “Parts… I’ll bet you’ve got some parts, handsome. Yeah, I’m from here. Why?”

			The killer out held his arm, and she scooted across the seat to sit beside him. When she reached for his belt buckle straightaway, he sucked in a breath.

			“Where’s a good place for me to park while we have a little fun?” he asked as she laid her head in his lap. He couldn’t prevent a moan as she put her mouth to use.

			She lifted her head to answer his question. “About a mile up the road, you’ll pass a farmhouse with a big red barn. About half a mile past that, there’s a little lane. You can pull down there.”

			She returned to what she’d started, and he moaned again. It looked like the night wouldn’t be quite the waste he’d thought it would be after all.

			[image: ]

			He had been wrong. Horribly, terribly wrong. When he’d left the bar earlier, he had been furious. That wasn’t a spot on how he felt now. It hadn’t taken long for his prediction about the night improving to go horribly awry.

			Things had been going well. The woman he picked up had turned out to be exactly what he’d thought she was—cheap, easy, and so strung out she didn’t know up from down. He’d followed her directions to the deserted lane, and their fun had continued. The pertinent articles of clothing had been removed, and he had been happily pounding away. He had almost decided to be generous, to just get rough with her and not kill her, but he found his hands closing around her throat as his climax approached. Lost in the moment, his eyes locked on hers as his hands tightened, and he misread the signs of her growing panic.

			He didn’t react in time, and before he could stop her, she was clawing at his arms and hands, raking his skin into a bloody mess. Before he could let go, she bit him.

			“Shit!” He released her throat to grab at her hands. “Stop it, you stupid whore. Look what you’ve done!”

			She tried to scream, but the only sound that emerged from her bruised throat was a hoarse croak. The strength of her struggles was increasing too, and he knew he had to regain control of the situation. He drew his arm back and slammed his fist into her face. Blood from her shattered nose spurted everywhere, and her hoarse screams turned into a sickening gurgle as the blood slid down her throat, choking her.

			The blow had the desired effect, however, and her struggles stopped. Her low moan rose through the truck’s cab as the pain from the broken nose spread across her face.

			“Shit, shit, shit!” He ran his hands through his hair as his mind raced frantically. When he realized he had just smeared blood all over himself, his rage increased beyond all reason. He felt himself go utterly still inside, as if time itself had stopped, then he simply wasn’t there anymore.

			He watched from outside his own body as he dragged her out of the truck and onto the open ground. He saw his hands, his feet, his teeth, as they pummeled, kicked, and bit into her flesh, but he couldn’t feel it. On and on the assault went until, finally, the demon riding his back let go. He slumped down on the grass beside what was left of her, and peace stole over him.

			After a while, he stirred and roused himself to get to his feet. He looked at the savagely mutilated body lying on the gravel underneath his feet. A primal thrill shot down his spine, and he erupted in a climax so fierce it dimmed his vision. The spasms ended, and he reached down to fasten his pants. That was when he realized he was covered in blood and tissue, among other things.

			Now that the rage had passed, he understood exactly how big a problem he had. He glanced around. His headlights illuminated the lane, which led down to a small pond. Deciding that getting some of the blood off was priority number one, he started in that direction.

			For an instant, he thought about dragging the body along, but it seemed like too much effort. He used a booted foot to push her a little farther away from the truck, not wanting to run over her corpse when he left. Dismissing the woman from his mind, he headed down the path toward the pond.

			It was a clear night as the storm that had gone through earlier in the evening had moved out. The half moon and his headlights lit his way as he carefully slipped into the water. He stopped when it was above his waist and rinsed off as best he could, ducking down under the surface to scrub his face.

			The scratches on his hands and arms burned as the water hit them, and he drew in a hissing breath at the pain. When he was satisfied with the amount of blood he had removed, he climbed out and went back to his truck. He didn’t even glance at the body as he passed.

			Back on the road, he pointed the truck toward home. He had a lot of cleanup to do as a result of tonight’s activities, and he wanted to get started as soon as possible.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			Chase was asleep when his phone rang. Startled awake in the middle of the night in an unfamiliar bed, it took him a minute to find his jeans, then fumble the phone out of the pocket.

			Annie stirred beside him. “What’s wrong?”

			“It’s Dad,” he told her as he answered. “Hello?”

			“Chase? Are you okay?”

			Although the connection wasn’t great, he could still hear the anxiety in his father’s voice. He had a suspicion what had caused it.

			“I’m fine,” Chase said. “Why do you ask? Are you and Mom okay?”

			Annie turned on the lamp, and they both squinted against the light. At the foot of the bed, Murphy yawned and stretched, then got down.

			“Oh, no reason,” Richard replied, his voice full of irate sarcasm. “Just something to do with getting a phone call from one of my patients asking me if I knew my son had been arrested for murder!”

			Chase groaned. “No, I wasn’t arrested. I was questioned.”

			Richard snorted. “Oh, well, if you were only questioned, that’s completely different. Never mind then. Sorry I bothered you.”

			Richard Hudson was one of the most levelheaded people Chase had ever known. Even when Beth had been shot, his father had been the glue that held the rest of the family together, keeping them from falling apart in the middle of the chaos. That he was so obviously upset let Chase know how affected he was.

			“Dad, please. Tell me what you heard. Who called you anyhow?” Annie laid a hand on his back in support, and he leaned into her touch.

			“Don’t worry about who called me. Why didn’t you or Jason or Beth? Do you have any idea how upset your mother is going to be?” Richard sighed and didn’t wait for an answer. “The patient left a message telling me that you had been taken in for Kiely’s murder and that the FBI was involved. So you’re saying it wasn’t that serious?”

			Chase yawned and ran a hand over his face. “It was serious. Gordon was there, and so was a detective from Lexington. Actually, if Gordon hadn’t been there, I probably would have been arrested.” He gave Richard a brief rundown of what had happened. “He let me know a few days ago that this was on the horizon, and I called John. He was there with me at the interview.”

			“I heard that as well. John’s my next call.”

			“You do know it’s nearly one in the morning here, right?” Chase asked. Richard didn’t answer for a minute. “Dad?”

			“Yes, Richard Chase, I realize the time difference,” his father said slowly. “I don’t give a rat’s ass. One of you should have called us, damn it!”

			“I should have. I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to worry. I didn’t want to disturb your vacation. I’m sorry.”

			Richard sighed. “No, I’m the one who should apologize. I can’t imagine your day has been any picnic. Tell me you at least talked to Sampson and Joely.”

			“I called the kid. She’s fine. Beth and Ethan stopped on their way home to see Pops, and I stopped on my way out here earlier,” Chase told him.

			He didn’t realize what he’d given away until Richard cleared his throat. “So you’re at the farm?” he asked, his tone turning speculative.

			Chase winced. “Well, yeah. I am.”

			His father cleared his throat, a sound that bore a suspicious resemblance to a quickly disguised chuckle. “Well, when you see Annie, and I’m sure that won’t be until the morning, give her a hug and tell her hello for us.”

			His cheeks were flaming. “I will.”

			“I’m glad you’re not alone right now. Are you okay? We can catch the next flight home if you need us to.”

			“I really am all right. I promise you that.” He shook his head even though Richard couldn’t see him. “Don’t come home. Please, finish your vacation. I take it you haven’t told Mom yet?”

			“No, she’s out shopping with a friend she made onboard the ship. I took the opportunity to check my messages and figured I’d better find out what was going on.”

			“I didn’t think you were supposed to do that while you all were gone,” Chase said.

			Richard harrumphed. “Let’s not go there. I’ve done well until now.”

			“I guess you have to tell Mom, don’t you?” Chase asked.

			“Yes, unless I want to end up in the doghouse permanently. Don’t worry. I think I can do it without upsetting her too much, especially when I tell her where you’re sleeping tonight. I’ll let you go, but you call if anything else happens. Do you hear me, child of mine?”

			Chase closed his eyes. “I will. I swear it. Give Mom a hug for me, okay?”

			“Of course.”

			“Dad? I love you both.”

			Richard cleared his throat. “Love you too, kiddo. See you in a few days.”

			As he ended the call, Chase fell back on the bed with a growl. “Damned nosy busybodies.” He looked at Annie, who was sitting up. “Dad says hi.”

			She smiled as she pushed a lock of hair off his forehead. “I gathered as much. Feel like you’ve been caught with your pants down?”

			He rose up to meet her, his face inches from hers. “Since I was, yes. And Dad is going to throw us to the wolves to keep Mom calm. He’s hoping the fact that I’m in your bed will distract her.” When her smile widened into an embarrassed grin, he frowned. “You’re enjoying this.”

			“Very much,” she said with a laugh. “Think about it. You just got caught in bed with a girl. You’ve been doing exactly what your dad thought you’ve been doing.”

			“Not when the phone rang, I wasn’t.” His own mouth quivered into a smile. “Okay, it is a little funny.”

			“It’s tremendously funny actually. And just think, I’m the one responsible for your downfall. I’m so proud.” When Chase tickled her and pulled her into his arms, she laughed before settling in against him with a happy sigh. “In all seriousness, what did he say? Obviously they found out about the questioning.”

			“Thanks to one of his patients who can’t keep their nose out of other people’s business.” Chase let her go and pulled on his shorts. “I’m going to make a fridge run. You need anything?”

			She shook her head. “I’m fine, thanks. Are you coming back to bed?”

			Murphy bounded back into the room, ready to play. He jumped up on the bed and flopped onto his back at her feet, begging for attention.

			Chase tossed the edge of the covers over him, quieting the cat. He leaned over to give her a quick kiss, but it turned into something much longer and deeper. “I thought I’d come back to bed, yes. If that’s okay with you.” His voice was husky with arousal. “As a matter of fact, forget the fridge. I can eat tomorrow.”

			She pulled him back onto the bed. “You need some sleep before you go to work tomorrow. Don’t you have court?”

			“I do, but this takes priority. And I need practice. I have a lot of time to make up for. You can’t say this has been the smoothest evening of your life.”

			“Practice is good, but I don’t have any complaints so far, smooth or not. I’m enjoying teaching you things.”

			Chase slid his hand down her leg as he knelt between her thighs. “So far, huh? I see how it is. Like I said, food can wait. You can’t. I don’t want to give you room to complain the first night.”

			“Oh, I don’t think that’s going to happen, Counselor,” she said as his hand made the return trip back up the inside of her leg from her ankle. “No, I don’t think that’s going to happen at all.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Despite his late night at Annie’s, Chase arrived at work earlier than usual. Given that word about yesterday’s interrogation had reached his parents overseas, he didn’t hold out much hope that the day would go by peacefully.

			By eleven o’clock, his fears had been confirmed. The phone in the office had started ringing shortly after eight o’clock and hadn’t stopped. More people had walked in off the street than normally came in over a two-week period.

			When he came back in from court at lunchtime, Nellia and Gina were more than a little frazzled. He took one look at their faces and turned right back around, managing to lock the door just as another lookie-loo reached for the handle.

			“We’re closed,” he told the indignant man, then pulled the shade down on the door.

			“Thank God,” Gina said when he turned to them.

			As he started to speak, one of the lines rang. Gina reached for it with a whimper, but he stopped her with an upraised hand. “Let it ring, then roll the phones over into voice mail. Nellia, can you order us lunch in?”

			“Be glad to, boss. Cristos Deli okay?”

			“Fine with me,” he said as he headed toward his office. “I’ll be back in a minute.” He went inside and shut the door. He didn’t move, just stood there and let anger and frustration wash over him.

			The morning had been an unmitigated disaster. He’d had two early court sessions, one for a probate settlement and the other for the finalization of a divorce decree. During both cases, the crowd in the courtroom had been so unruly the judge had repeatedly had to call for order. When the second case was finished, Judge Nguyen had called Chase into chambers.

			“You had an exciting day yesterday, I hear,” he said.

			“I suppose one could look at it that way, sir. It certainly wasn’t an experience I want to repeat.”

			“Is this something I can expect from you in the future?” the judge asked.

			Chase was confused. “Sir?”

			“Being brought in as the prime suspect in a cold case. I expect this sort of thing from the defendants I see, not their counselors.”

			“No, Your Honor,” Chase replied. “That’s not something you should ever see from me again.”

			Judge Nguyen nodded. “Good, good. I’m glad to hear that. You have the potential for greatness, and I’d hate to see that thwarted. Now, as to the three cases you have on the docket this afternoon—I understand that what happened yesterday wasn’t your fault, but given the disruptions we’ve already had to endure, I’m postponing those cases until next week. Hopefully by then, someone else will have become a nine-day wonder and things will have died down a little here. That won’t be a problem for you, will it?”

			Chase felt his jaw clench, but he couldn’t argue. “Nothing that can’t be worked around, sir.”

			“Then you’re dismissed, Counselor. I’ll see you next week.”

			With no other option, Chase had left the courthouse. Now that he was back in his office, it was time to get started on damage control. The thought exhausted him. He shrugged out of his jacket and hung it on the coatrack beside the door, his tie following in short order. After a few deep breaths, he opened the door and went back into the main room.

			“Okay, ladies, here’s the plan—Nellia, I need you to call everyone who was on the docket this afternoon. We’ve been rescheduled for next Monday. Gina, contact the judges for tomorrow’s cases and let them know about this firestorm. See how they want to handle it. Then,” he said, “we’re going to eat lunch and figure out what the hell to do next.”

			“We’ll sort it out, boss,” Gina reassured him with a smile.

			Chase raised his eyebrows at her confident tone. “You think so?”

			“Absolutely. Something else will come along soon enough, and you’ll be old news again. In the meantime, we have chocolate to get us through, and I’m sure we can find some liquor somewhere.” She opened one of her desk drawers and pulled out a large basket filled with chocolates of all shapes and sizes. After picking out a dark chocolate square, she tossed it to him.

			Chase caught it, unwrapped it, and popped the whole thing into his mouth. After it had melted away, he sighed. “I hope you’re right. I want my boring life back.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			Curtis Pace woke up Monday morning with something akin to sadness growing in the pit of his stomach. The thirteen-year-old knew this would be the last day he’d get to sleep in for a while. School started back tomorrow, and his parents had given him permission to while the day away however he wanted. To that end, Curtis had decided it was a fine day for fishing, swimming, and whatever else he could come up with.

			He dragged himself out of bed and ambled downstairs to find that his mother had anticipated his activities. She’d packed a small cooler full of goodies and left a note propped against it, telling him he would find some sandwiches in the fridge.

			His mom didn’t do that sort of thing very often these days now that he was old enough to fend for himself in the kitchen. The loving gesture made him smile since no one else was around to see how touched he was. He was thirteen after all, no longer a little boy.

			After scarfing down one of the sandwiches, he stuffed the rest in the cooler and headed out to the barn to get his bike.

			“Hey, Curt.” His dad greeted him with a wave. Seeing the cooler, Joe Pace smiled. “You heading to the pond?”

			“Yeah, unless you need me.”

			Joe grinned at his son as he walked over and ruffled his hair. “What if I said I do?”

			Curtis tried to hide his disappointment. He shrugged. “Then I guess I’ll stick around.”

			Joe laughed and pulled him in for a tight hug. “Baby boy, you have more than earned a day off. Go have fun.” He released Curtis with quick kiss to his hair. “Just be careful.”

			“I will.” Embarrassed but pleased, he ducked away and grabbed his bike, taking great pains to hide his own grin, then he was off.

			It didn’t take him long to reach his favorite spot, a shady, flat area beneath a weeping willow by the pond. He decided to set the cooler aside and take a swim first, then come back to eat. The pond next to the tree wasn’t large by most standards, but it was plenty big enough for Curtis’s needs. He splashed around for a while, then turned onto his back and floated, watching as miles above, a jet streaked across the sky.

			That would be a cool job, to be able to get off the ground and go anywhere in the world, he thought. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to do when he grew up, but he knew it was time to start thinking about it. He figured he might see if his dad would take him to the library later to look for some books about piloting.

			Or maybe not. School started tomorrow, and he’d have plenty of reading to do then. He let his mind drift along with his body. That was when he noticed the buzzards.

			Using his hands and feet to steer through the water, he changed positions to get a better look. When he saw the birds circling something in the vicinity of the highway, he grimaced. He thought he knew what they might have found.

			The Paces’ neighbors, the Andersons, had come by early last evening. Their daughter Melody’s dog had disappeared, and they were searching for him. Melody was Curtis’s age, and the two had grown up together. He hadn’t noticed her as a girl until school registration a couple of weeks ago. Since then, he’d thought of little else. Now, seeing the buzzards, Curtis hoped he was wrong about what the birds were circling.

			Reluctantly, he climbed out of the water to pull his shoes back on. With dread in his stomach, he headed down the grassy dirt track toward the highway. He hoped it was just a deer and not old Grover. He certainly didn’t want to have to break the news to Melody that her dog was dead.

			The closer he got to whatever it was, the more his heart pounded. When he was about ten feet away, the wind shifted toward him, bringing with it the sickly sweet smell of death. Curtis swallowed against the nausea that rose up in his throat and trudged on. He knew from having found dead calves with his father that the carcass, whatever it was, was bound to be unpleasant.

			Soon he was close enough to hear the loud drone of the buzzing flies. The tall grass and weeds blocked the dead thing from sight, but Curtis guessed it had to be larger than Grover. The buzzing was too loud.

			He finally reached the old lane where the grass had been cut, and his eyes were instantly drawn to the rotting heap on the other side of the small clearing. Dimly he noted the trampled grass, the tire tracks. Most of his focus, however, was on the corpse sprawled on the ground. It was covered in a solid black mass of writhing, buzzing flies.

			Curtis wasn’t sure how long he stood there, his hand covering his mouth to protect it from the flies and the smell. He wasn’t sure how he managed to not throw up. All he was sure of was that his wet shorts hid the shame of him peeing his pants and that somehow he managed to make it home to the barn before he fell apart, secure in his father’s arms.

			He was also sure that he would never forget the horrific scene in the lane on the bright, sunny, and otherwise perfect summer day. He would never look at that pond the same way, never swim in its waters without thinking of what he had found. All thoughts of Melody and Grover had fled because the carcass had not been her dog. It hadn’t been a deer or a cow. It had been a human being.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			When the call came in to the Olman County 9-1-1 call center, it was immediately routed to the sheriff’s department. The dispatcher who took the call sent the nearest patrol toward the Pace farm, then paged Sheriff Dixon.

			“What is it, Carrie?” Wyatt asked as he came in, a tall coffee from The Brown Bag in hand.

			She handed him a slip of paper. “This just came in. Joe Pace found a body on his property.”

			Wyatt cursed under his breath. “Get Ethan out there, as well as CSU. And check with the state boys, see if they have anyone in the area. Did Joe have any idea who it was?”

			Carrie shook her head. “No, sir. He said it’s in pretty bad shape. He wasn’t even sure whether it was a man or a woman.”

			“Damn it,” Wyatt said. “Okay. Take care of those calls. I’ll go let Maria know.”

			Maria Pace was the department’s IT specialist. She was Joe Pace’s eldest child, and Wyatt knew the news would be upsetting to her. He dreaded having to tell her. Upstairs, he bypassed his own office and went on down the hall to hers. She had her back turned to the door as she bent over an open computer on her desk. He knocked on the door frame.

			“Just a second,” she responded. “Come on, you little piece of crap. Get in that slot.”

			Wyatt raised an eyebrow and started to ask if she was having computer problems, but he was distracted by the elastic bandage on her ankle. It was only then he noticed the crutches propped against the wall next to her desk.

			“What’d you do to yourself now?” he growled, the purpose for his visit temporarily forgotten.

			Startled, she turned around, her face red. “Wyatt! I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was you. What can I do for you?”

			He moved into the office with a scowl. “You can start by sitting down and telling me what happened to your foot.”

			She leaned up against her desk instead and crossed her arms. She was one of the few people in his department who wasn’t afraid to argue with him. “You make it sound like I deliberately set out to harm myself. I twisted my ankle Friday evening. That’s all. I have to stay off of it for a few days. It’s nothing, really.”

			Wyatt glowered at her for a few seconds, but she wouldn’t budge, meeting him stare for stare. Finally, he sighed and threw his hands in the air.

			“Fine, have it your way.” He shut the door. “Listen, I have something to tell you, but I don’t want you to get upset. Okay?”

			An uneasy look crossed her face, and she straightened against the desk. “Okay. What is it?”

			“Your dad just called. Apparently, he found a body on his property.” When her face paled, Wyatt grabbed a chair and guided her into it. “Stubborn woman. I told you to sit down.”

			She waved him off as she sat. “I’m fine. Did Dad know who it is? Or was, I guess.”

			“Apparently he couldn’t tell. You should probably call him. We’ve dispatched units out there, and I’m going to head that way myself.”

			“Should I go out there, do you think?”

			“Why don’t you call first?” he suggested.

			Maria agreed and grabbed her cell phone. Wyatt waited and listened in unashamedly while she spoke with her mother.

			“Are they okay?” he asked when she disconnected.

			“They’re pretty shaken up, but everyone’s okay. If it’s all right with you, I’d like to head out there, be with Curtis. She said he’s the one who found the body.”

			Wyatt handed her the crutches. “I’ll drive you. That’s a rough thing for a kid to have to find. How old is he now, twelve?”

			“Thirteen,” she answered.

			“Give me about five minutes to wrap some things up, and I’ll meet you at my SUV.” He headed back down the hall to let his assistant know what was going on and where he would be, using the time to remind himself of two important facts.

			First, the sheriff’s department had a non-fraternization policy. Second, Wyatt was literally old enough to be Maria’s father. Hell, he’d gone to high school with her father, had played ball with Joe. He had enough on his plate as things stood without the potential mess that a relationship with her would add to the mix.

			“As if she would even give an old codger like me a second look,” he muttered as he hurried downstairs. That way lay trouble and heartache, and he would do well to remember that, no matter how much the scent of Maria’s perfume or the sound of her laughter remained in his mind.

			[image: ]

			After dropping Maria off at her parents’ house, Wyatt headed to the crime scene to join Ethan. Since the scene was off the highway and there was no place to really pull off, most of the law enforcement vehicles were parked in one lane of the road. He parked at the end of the row of cars and walked up to Robbie Bailey, who was directing traffic.

			The deputy nodded in greeting. “Hey. Ethan’s back with the coroner. It’s pretty bad, sir.”

			“Thanks, Robbie.”

			He headed down the lane where Robbie had directed him and stopped outside the taped-off area to sign in and don paper booties. Keeping a crime scene clean when it was outdoors was hard to do, but every little bit helped.

			Ethan was about a hundred yards down the lane, talking to the balding, paunchy coroner. About halfway between there and where Wyatt stood, a CSU tech was setting up a mold to make a cast imprint, presumably of a tire track.

			“Where’s it safe to walk?” Wyatt asked the tech manning the perimeter.

			“Straight down the middle of the lane, sir, until you get closer to the body.”

			Ducking under the tape, he started down the path. Ethan met him halfway and brought him up to date as they walked back to the coroner.

			“It’s pretty rough,” the detective said. “She’s messed up.”

			“Any idea who it is?” Wyatt asked.

			Ethan’s mouth tightened. “Yeah. The ID we found from the purse near the body says it’s Parker Riley.”

			Wyatt stopped walking and stared at Ethan for a moment as the name and the implications sank in. “No. That can’t be right.”

			“I’m afraid it probably is. The basic physical description matches, but there isn’t enough of her face left for a visual identification. Harvey said he’ll have to use dental records or DNA.” He fell silent as they reached the remains, which the coroner was getting ready to zip inside a body bag.

			“Holy mother of God,” Wyatt breathed. It had been a while since he had seen the level of violence that had been directed at the woman lying in the black bag. Wyatt couldn’t see an inch of skin that hadn’t been mutilated. “What happened? Shotgun?”

			The coroner straightened and nodded for his assistant to continue. He walked over to stand beside Wyatt and Ethan, stripping off his gloves on the way. “Possibly, but I would say not. I think she was bludgeoned. That’s just a guess though, until we can get the autopsy done.”

			The three men exchanged a look. They knew the level of rage it had to have taken to inflict so much damage, and it was horrifying.

			“Any idea whether it’s really Parker or not?” Wyatt asked.

			Harvey nodded. “I’m fairly certain it’s her. There was a tattoo on one of her arms that I seem to recall her having.”

			A weary sigh escaped Wyatt before he could stop it. Parker Riley was the younger sister of Simone Grayson, former first lady of Leroy. Simone’s husband, Arthur, had been mayor for nearly ten years. He had lost his bid for reelection last year after a sex scandal involving Charity Vaughn.

			“The good news, if you can call it that, is that the killer was damned sloppy,” Ethan said. “We’ve got DNA evidence in the form of semen and probably blood, plus the tire tracks down the lane and a boatload of trace.”

			“Added to that, judging from the amount of tissue under her nails, she managed to get her claws into him but good,” Harvey said. “Whoever he is, he’ll have some nasty scratches. If you guys can find him soon, he’ll be easy to identify.”

			“When was she killed?” Wyatt asked.

			The coroner pursed his lips. “Probably late last night. It’s eleven-ish now, so I’d say about twelve hours ago, give or take a couple of hours.”

			“Thanks, Harvey.”

			Wyatt and Ethan headed back up to the highway, not saying much. Upon reaching the road, they saw Beth approaching with a camera. Ethan cursed low enough that she couldn’t hear. Wyatt sent him a questioning look.

			“She’s been stressed out lately, what with everything that’s been going on with Chase,” Ethan explained. “I’d hoped Jules would get this assignment. I don’t want her near this sort of thing.”

			She stopped to get a few shots of the men carrying the body bag, and Wyatt took the chance to speak frankly to his senior detective. “I’d advise you strongly not to say that sort of thing to your wife, not if you don’t want to end up spending quite a few nights on the couch. She’s good at her job. She can handle it.”

			Ethan nodded. “I know. Still doesn’t make it easy for me to watch. And I did mention it to her once. She pointed out that I’m not exactly in the safest profession in the world and called me sweet for worrying. Even patted my cheek.”

			Wyatt smiled. He laid a hand on Ethan’s shoulder and squeezed. “It’s good to see you happy. Despite the worry, you know you wouldn’t change a thing about her.”

			“It’s good to finally be happy, and no, I wouldn’t,” Ethan responded as Beth approached.

			When Ethan enveloped her in a hug, Wyatt saw the pleased surprise on her face and guessed that Beth hadn’t been the only one under extra stress lately. She tried to pull back, but Ethan held her close.

			“Honey?” she asked.

			“You can ask your questions from here,” he told her, still holding her. “Wyatt won’t think less of you. He just got through bragging to me about how good you are at your job.”

			Beth sent Wyatt a bemused smile, but she didn’t protest, pulling her digital recorder out of her pocket. “Okay, then. What can you tell me officially?”

			“Officially, we have one body, an unidentified female. It appears to have been a homicide, and we’re asking anyone who might have seen something odd last night to get in contact with us,” Wyatt responded.

			“Harvey thinks she was killed about twelve to sixteen hours ago, probably around midnight,” Ethan added.

			“Cause of death? Any idea who she is?” Beth asked.

			“COD yet to be determined and no comment on the ID,” Wyatt answered. “Pending positive identification and notification of the family.”

			Beth nodded. She understood what he was saying as well as what he wasn’t. She turned off the recorder, making a show of the process, and put it back in her pocket. “Unofficially? Can you tell me anything more?”

			Wyatt hesitated. “Completely off the record, I’m on my way to Simone Grayson’s house to let her know that we probably found her sister murdered this morning.”

			She was shocked, and she pulled out of Ethan’s embrace to meet his gaze. “Parker Riley—that’s who you’re talking about, right? Wow. That’s, um, not as surprising as it should be, I guess, though it’s sad.”

			Ethan frowned. “Why isn’t it surprising?”

			She chose her words carefully. “When Grayson was mayor, Simone kept a much tighter rein on Parker. You know she’d been in rehab twice for drug and alcohol addiction, right?” When both men goggled at her, Beth shook her head. “How can you not know that? Anyhow, after Grayson lost, whatever hold Simone had on Parker disintegrated. She’s been spiraling more and more out of control ever since.”

			Wyatt rubbed the back of his neck. “I knew she liked to party but not that she was an addict. So she probably had a particular druggie crowd she ran with and a favorite dealer or two. I should know this. Why don’t I know this? I’m the damned sheriff, for crying out loud. Maybe I’m getting too old for this job.”

			Beth scoffed. “Wyatt Dixon, you’re barely fifty. Too old, my ass! And if not knowing about Parker’s addictions makes you too old, then I guess Ethan’s ready to be put out to pasture as well.”

			“Hey, now,” Ethan said.

			“I turned fifty-one a couple of months ago, but thanks for the pep talk,” Wyatt said. “That’s neither here nor there. Any idea who Parker ran with?”

			“No,” Beth responded. “The only reason I know as much as I do, well… it’s a little embarrassing to admit. I overheard Simone telling someone about Parker a couple of months ago. I was in the restroom at the Lighthouse, and Simone didn’t know I was there. After I heard that, I did some digging just from curiosity and found out the rest. It’s apparently not common knowledge, and I’d guess some money has changed hands to keep it that way. I figured you all might be aware of it given the nature of the problem, but I guess they’ve done a better job at covering it up than I thought.”

			Wyatt grimaced. “Apparently so. Ethan, when you’re finished here, you’ll want to talk to those friends of Parker’s. Make sure you take someone with you.” He sighed. “I guess I’ll get this notification over with.” He tipped an imaginary hat in Beth’s direction and started to walk away but turned after a few steps. “One more thing—I brought Maria out here. Can you make sure she gets back into town?”

			“Absolutely,” Ethan said.

			He gave a final wave as he resumed the walk to his SUV. He got in and radioed dispatch as he waited for the line of cars to go by. When traffic cleared, he pulled out in a U-turn. With the SUV pointed back toward Leroy, he let down his guard and relaxed.

			Julie, his wife, had been gone six years. Seeing Beth and Ethan together reminded him of how much he had lost. Involuntarily, his mind strayed to Maria. Before that tangent could get started, he ruthlessly clamped it down.

			“You know better than to even think about going there, old man,” he told himself. “Maybe it’s time to take Neva up on that blind date offer she keeps making.”

			When he realized he was talking to himself, he laughed. Yes, it was definitely time for him to talk to Neva, the ageless woman who stood guard at the department’s reception desk and kept the place running smoothly. As soon as he got back to the office and had a free minute, he would make a beeline to her desk and let her know he was ready to take a chance.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			Back at the crime scene, Ethan walked Beth to her SUV. He leaned in through the open door as she rolled down the windows and started the engine.

			“What do you think that was all about?” she asked.

			He shrugged, understanding that she was asking about Wyatt’s behavior. “Probably this whole mess with Chase and now Parker’s murder. I’d say it’s getting to him a little.”

			She studied her husband’s face. “It was bad, wasn’t it?”

			“Yeah, it was very bad.” He changed the subject. “Where are you headed now?”

			“To Joe’s, to see if they’re okay. Did you notice anything about the way Wyatt said Maria’s name?”

			Ethan shot her a puzzled glance. “No, why?”

			She smiled. “It was probably nothing. I just thought there was something about the way he said her name. Reminded me of the way Chase talks about Annie.”

			He leaned in the vehicle to give her a soft kiss. “You’re seeing hearts around everybody these days, Mrs. Moore.”

			Beth caught him before he could draw back and gave him a more thorough kiss. “That comes from being blissfully happy, Detective. I’ll see you in a bit. Be safe out here. Come home to me.”

			“Yes, ma’am. You be safe too.” He closed the door.

			Stepping back, he watched her drive off. He spent a few more minutes speaking with the CSU team before he headed toward Joe Pace’s farmhouse. As he drove the short distance, he didn’t know whether to hope Beth was right or wrong about Wyatt and Maria. He liked both of them, and Wyatt could do a lot worse than Maria if that was the way things were leaning. One thing was certain—if Beth was right, it would be interesting to watch things play out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			About the time Wyatt was delivering the bad news to the Graysons, the killer was waking up a few miles away. He’d gone home and cleaned himself up before crashing. Now, his entire body ached from the attack, and his left arm felt as if it had been burned with a branding iron.

			It wasn’t until he’d stripped in the bathroom last night that he’d seen the deep bite mark on his forearm, and when he did, he knew he was in trouble. He had disinfected it as best he could and wrapped a tight gauze bandage around the wound, then had promptly fallen asleep, exhausted from the night’s activities. Around seven that morning, he’d managed to get up long enough to call work and let them know he wouldn’t be in, then he fell unconscious again.

			As he dragged himself into the bathroom, he winced at the sore muscles in his legs, arms, and back. “You’re getting too old for this shit, you know.”

			He relieved himself, then went to the sink. When he saw the angry red welts and scratches on his chest and neck, he cursed. However, the superficial wounds were the least of his concern. His arm was still throbbing, and he saw red streaks crawling up toward his elbow from underneath the bandage.

			With extreme care, he unwound the gauze. The closer he got to the broken, oozing skin, the more the bandage stuck. He turned the water on in the sink, and when it was warm, he stuck his forearm under the flow until he felt the gauze loosen. Sucking in a breath, he pulled the gauze the rest of the way off. As soon as air hit the wound, the pain intensified threefold. Grasping the edge of the bathroom counter, he waited for the agony to die down.

			Though he had done his best to clean it, the bite was deep. It was obviously infected, and his entire forearm was burning. He tried to close his hand in a fist, but the muscles didn’t want to cooperate, and the pain that shot up to his shoulder cautioned him not to repeat that mistake any time soon. He knew he had two options: have medical treatment or lose the arm.

			Going to the emergency room or his regular doctor was completely out of the question. As soon as they saw the bite mark, the police would be called. Even if he could somehow explain the wound, they’d no doubt ask him to take off his shirt, then the game would truly be over. As it was, he would be lucky if a long-sleeved shirt covered all the scratches. He briefly considered cutting away the damaged tissue himself, but the wound was so deep he would probably lose the use of his arm or bleed to death if he tried.

			No, there was no getting around this. As the pain receded a bit, he realized he would have to work fast and hard to avoid capture this time. He had to create an alibi and now. His truck had to go, and maybe if he played all his cards exactly right, he’d be able to get away with what he had done.

			First things first though—he had to get his arm treated. Fortunately, he had an idea of how to do that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Chase was in his basement late Monday afternoon when the doorbell rang. He’d closed down the office after lunch, sending the women home, then he’d come back to his condo and gone straight to work on his punching bag. By five o’clock, he’d almost managed to drive his anger away.

			For a minute, he considered not answering the door, but then his upbringing took over. Jackie Hudson had drummed her own superstition about ignoring a ringing phone or doorbell into her children.

			Muttering under his breath, he headed upstairs. When he swung the door open to find Gordon on the porch, he stiffened with shock.

			Gordon finally broke the silence. “We need to talk.”

			Chase lifted his brows, incredulous. “That’s not going to happen, not today. And not without John.”

			“Damn it, I’m not here as law enforcement. I’m here as your friend.” Gordon raked a hand through his hair, leaving him looking as if he’d met the wrong end of an electrical shock.

			Chase could see the frustration his friend was holding in check. He unlatched the storm door and went out onto the porch, moved up to Gordon until they were toe-to-toe, and smiled.

			“Do you have any idea what my day has been like?” Chase asked in a conversational tone.

			“I imagine it’s been rough. I’m sorry.” Gordon widened his stance and rolled his shoulders so that his arms were loose and ready. “Do you really want to do this? Because if you do, I’ll oblige you. You aren’t the only one who’s had a bad day.”

			The offer was tempting, and part of him wanted to take Gordon up on it. However, Chase wasn’t really that angry at Gordon but more at the situation. With a long, growling sigh, he stood down. “What exactly do we need to talk about?”

			Gordon cleared his throat. “First of all, I want to apologize for yesterday. I didn’t know it would go like that. I feel like I threw you to the wolves.”

			After a minute, Chase made a show of looking at his arms and legs. “No bite marks here.”

			“Regardless, I owe you an apology.”

			“Fine, then. Consider it accepted. Now, you’ll forgive me if I ask again—what do we have to talk about? It’s really been a pisser of a day, and I’d like to hit the shower.”

			“Okay. I tried to call, but it kept going to voice mail.”

			Chase turned and opened the door, motioning for Gordon to precede him. “I turned the ringer off. You don’t even want to know how many people I’ve seen or talked to today who were ‘calling to check up on me and see how I was holding up.’”

			“It’s been that bad?” Gordon asked. When Chase glowered, he grimaced. “Damn.”

			“Don’t worry about it, okay? Let’s move on. Please.”

			“Fair enough. What are the chances you can get everyone together this evening? Beth, Ethan, Jason, everyone.”

			Chase frowned. “Why?”

			“After everything went to hell yesterday, I spent a couple of hours going over Kiely’s case with Wyatt and Stacy. We thought it might be a good idea to get the gang together, see if we can come up with something as a group.”

			“That’s a bit unusual,” Chase said. “After all, until yesterday afternoon, I was the prime suspect.”

			Gordon snorted. “It’s very unusual to say the least. But you’ve got two cops and an investigative reporter, not counting me and Stacy. Then there’s Annie, who has a vested interest in proving your innocence. It’s worth a shot anyhow.”

			“We’re all supposed to meet at Beth’s in a couple of hours,” Chase told him. “I haven’t talked to anyone but Annie and Ethan since yesterday, except for a brief phone call or two. You know Beth is still super, super upset with you, right?”

			“I didn’t expect anything less,” Gordon admitted.

			With a groan, Chase ran a hand through his hair. “Fine. Be there at six thirty. You’re responsible for getting Stacy there, and you had better be prepared to talk fast when you get in the door—if you get that far.”

			His relief was obvious. “Thank you.”

			Chase snorted. “Dude, seriously. If you think my sister won’t make your life hell for what happened yesterday, you don’t know her very well. Don’t thank me.” As he walked Gordon to the door, he remembered the scene he’d witnessed in the observation room. “By the way, what was all that yesterday between you and Stacy?”

			Gordon turned on the steps, an innocent look that wouldn’t have fooled a blind man plastered on his face. He spread his hands. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Uh-huh. Maybe I should ask her this evening.”

			Gordon’s eyes widened, and he started back up the steps, but when Chase laughed out loud, he stopped. His cheeks lit up, and he sighed. “I’m attracted to her, okay? She’s kind of slipped up on my blind side the last few months. That’s all.”

			Chase feigned surprise. “No! Really? Tell me something I don’t know.”

			Gordon waved off the teasing. “I’ll see you in a little while. You’ll clear my being there with Beth?”

			“I’ll take care of it,” Chase assured him. “Gordon? I like Stacy.”

			His friend smiled. “Yeah? She’s pretty likeable, I think. See you soon.”

			As he headed upstairs to get cleaned up, Chase contemplated not telling Beth that Gordon was coming. If the gathering had been anywhere other than her home, he would have. It would hardly be fair to ambush her in her own house, however. With a heavy sigh, he grabbed his phone and made the call. If things went the way he expected they would, it was going to be a long, stressful evening.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			When Beth called Annie shortly after five to ask her to come over early, she seemed upset.

			“What’s going on?” Annie asked, concerned.

			“I don’t want to get into it on the phone. Can you come?”

			“Sure.”

			As she walked up on the porch a few minutes later, Annie saw her friend pacing in the living room. Stacy was seated at the dining room table, watching.

			Beth hurried to the door when she saw Annie. “Good, you’re here. We don’t have much time before the men start arriving.”

			Annie sent a questioning look at Stacy. “What’s wrong? Why the rush?”

			Throwing her hands in the air, Beth turned around. “My brother invited that man here. We need a plan. After what he did yesterday…” She shoved her hands in her hair and tugged. “Ugh.”

			By “that man,” she figured Beth meant Gordon. “Um, if Gordon hadn’t been there yesterday, Chase would probably be sitting in jail right now charged with murder.”

			Beth’s jaw dropped. “Of all people, how can you defend him?”

			Annie moved to the table and sat down beside Stacy. “Perhaps because he was doing his job? And doing it well, I might add. Besides, I thought you liked Gordon. Don’t you?”

			Beth’s gaze narrowed, and she stewed for a minute. With a frustrated growl, she pulled out a chair. “Damn it, I do,” she said as she flopped down. “Has he asked you out yet?”

			“Me?” Stacy’s cheeks flushed, and she shook her head as she played with her phone and bit her lip. “Of course not. He’s seeing Kathryn Owen.”

			“No, he isn’t,” Annie said. “They’re just friends. Kathryn was his late wife’s best friend.”

			“Yes, he’s completely unattached,” Beth added. “Single, lonely… available.”

			“Oh.” Stacy was speechless.

			They heard a car door slam, and Jason came up on the porch.

			As Beth stood to go let him in, she smiled at the female detective. “You know, maybe it’s time you seduced him.”

			Stacy stopped her with a hand up, her eyes wide. “I don’t do seduction.”

			Seeing her worry, Beth gave her a quick wink. “Then, sweetie, it’s high time you started. I guaran-damn-tee you that with the attraction you two seem to have, it wouldn’t take much seducing. Gordon’s an alpha. They know what they’re doing in certain areas if they’re good, and he strikes me as someone who’d know exactly what’s what.”

			Annie couldn’t hold back a laugh at the stunned look on Stacy’s face. She saluted her across the table. “Welcome to the club, sister.”

			Stacy sat back in her chair with a groan and raised her glass. “You people are dreaming.” But she laughed.

			“What did you do?” Beth asked as she let Jason in.

			“I spilled coffee. What does it look like?” He stopped at the end of the table, holding his wet, stained shirt out from his body. “Do you have something I can borrow to wear or not?”

			“Was it hot coffee? Are you hurt?” Annie asked.

			“No, it was cold. I’m okay.”

			“I’ll get you one of Ethan’s shirts,” Beth offered. “Come with me. Take off that shirt, and I’ll pretreat it so the coffee doesn’t ruin it.”

			He followed her into the kitchen and stopped on the other side of the island, where he stripped off the wet shirt and handed it to her, then waited with his arms crossed as she went into the laundry room. The situation was too much for Annie to pass up, and she exchanged a look with Stacy. Annie reached for her purse, signaling Stacy to do the same, and pulled out six one-dollar bills.

			When she let out a loud, lascivious whistle, Jason whirled around and glared at her. “What?”

			“Yoo-hoo, Deputy Hudson!” Annie called teasingly. “Come on over here where we can see you better.” She punctuated her words with another whistle and waved the money. “We’re gonna make it rain.”

			When Jason flushed a dull red and scowled harder, she and Stacy burst into laughter.

			“Damn it, Annie, that isn’t funny.” He was obviously struggling with laughter and embarrassment.

			“Whatcha gonna do, deputy? Cuff us and put us in jail?” She couldn’t hold on to the flirtatious persona, and as Ethan, Chase, and Gordon came in, she cracked up laughing.

			Jason looked at the ceiling. “I deserve a medal for putting up with this. Or at least cake. Yeah, I’d settle for cake.”

			Beth came back in with the spare shirt and handed it to him. “What in the world is going on out here?”

			“Those two are harassing me,” Jason said, hurrying to slip on the T-shirt, his cheeks still flushed. “I ought to file a complaint.”

			Completely unrepentant, Annie grinned at Stacy. “I’ll help you fill out the paperwork for that one”

			“Absolutely. And I’ll deliver it to Wyatt himself.” Stacy snorted through a laugh. “You know we love you, right?”

			“Pfft, lies. It’s all lies,” Jason said, shaking his head as he took a seat at the table. “All I need is a few pizzas, and we could answer that stereotype too. Pizza boy and cop stripper.”

			When the doorbell rang as he finished speaking and they all turned to see a pizza delivery kid on the porch, it was too much. Annie thought she was going to pee herself she was laughing so hard.

			“What kind of family have I gotten myself mixed up with?” Ethan asked with a snicker as he headed for the door with the money Beth handed him. “Run, Annie. Run fast and far. You see what happened here? That’s what you’re signing up for.”

			With a grin, Annie held her hand out for Chase as he came around and sat beside her. “I’m not scared. I think I can handle it.”

			Chase smiled. “That’s always good to know.”

			Right there, in front of God and everyone, he kissed her, and Annie knew the time for running had passed.

			[image: ]

			Once things had calmed down enough for everyone to eat, talk around the table turned to Chase’s interview. He filled them in on the details, not glossing over any of it. The only thing he didn’t mention was Hart’s accusation about his sexual experience.

			“So where does that leave us with the investigation?” Jason asked Gordon.

			Gordon cleared his throat. “Well, I’m not sure exactly. I’ve been suspended.”

			There were shocked exclamations all around, Beth’s being the loudest. She shushed the rest of the group. “What did you say? I didn’t hear that right. I couldn’t have.”

			“I did a couple of things yesterday I shouldn’t have, at least from the Bureau’s perspective. Detective Hart filed a complaint, probably as soon as he was back in Kentucky. By this morning, I was suspended. It’s really not that big a deal.”

			“Not a big deal?” Chase was shocked, and he couldn’t hide it. He didn’t even bother trying. “Gordon, how long have you been with the FBI, five years now?”

			“Yes, but—”

			Chase cut him off. “We’re talking about your career here. That’s a big fucking deal. Don’t try to pretend it isn’t. Damn it, they don’t stop, the ripples from this case.”

			Gordon picked up his drink. “Look, I did what needed to be done. What anyone in this room would have done given the same set of circumstances. And I don’t have any regrets, okay? Quit claiming guilt for something there’s no guilt about.”

			Ethan spoke up. “I don’t understand. How is it you got suspended for defending yourself? What are we missing here?” The glance Gordon shot him was full of consternation, and Ethan rephrased the question. “Or perhaps I should ask, what aren’t you telling us?”

			Gordon expelled a hard breath. “I didn’t get suspended for the altercation with Hart. That didn’t help matters, but it wasn’t the primary reason. I was suspended because I revealed information to a suspect that could potentially have compromised the investigation.” He explained about the note and what he had done with Chase yesterday.

			Beside him, Stacy grimaced. “I was afraid something like this would happen when you used that trick.”

			He shrugged. “I couldn’t not use it. Aside from the fact that Chase is my friend, this ridiculous witch hunt Hart is spearheading is derailing the investigation. Whoever did commit the murder is getting further and further away from being caught every day we spend focused on Chase, and the chances of us catching them are getting smaller and smaller.”

			“Do you think what you revealed was enough to get this guy off Chase’s back?” Jason asked.

			“No way,” Stacy said. “That man practically had blood in his eye. He’s not finished by a long shot.”

			“If everyone’s finished eating, let’s get this table cleared, and we can move into the living room,” Beth suggested. “It’s more comfortable in there.”

			“So what can you tell us?” Ethan asked Gordon as they were finishing the cleanup. “How do we fix this?”

			“The only way to fix it is by figuring out who the real killer is. The DNA we obtained during the exhumation will help when it comes back, but until then, or if it’s too degraded to use, we’re out in the cold.”

			“When will it be back?” Stacy asked.

			“Any day now, I hope. Because of the escalation, we were able to get a rush put on it,” Gordon said. “In any event, I brought copies of my notes from the case files we know this guy is responsible for, as well as the ones we suspect him of. I thought we could take a look at them, see if we can come up with something.”

			Beth’s eyes lit up. “Ooh, I’ll get the big paper out.” She headed for the office, and Ethan groaned.

			“You have something against the big paper?” Chase asked.

			He rubbed his eyes. “She makes lists when she’s having trouble with research for an article or when she needs to lay something out. I come home some days to huge sheets of paper all over the house with these weird lists on them. I forgot about it one night and came down here for water. Next thing I know, I’m flat on my back. I damned near killed myself sliding around on a sheet that had ended up on the floor.”

			“I know you aren’t still complaining about the other night,” Beth said sassily as she came back into the room carrying a huge notepad and easel.

			“I’ll have you know my back still hurts from that,” Ethan responded.

			“Poor baby,” Annie said with an impish grin. “Beth, you’ll have to make sure he gets some extra attention tonight.”

			When Beth just grinned, Chase looked at Jason. “It is worse than knowing your parents have sex.”

			Jason shuddered. “Understatement of the year.”

			The mood quickly grew somber when they gathered in the living room and settled in to work on the case.

			“Let’s do this, people,” Beth said. “Gordon, start us out. I’ll write down the pertinent stuff.”

			“Okay. You all know there’s strong speculation, based on elements surrounding her death, that Kiely was killed by—and was in fact the first victim of—a serial killer. This guy is operating in the Ohio River Valley and the Midwest.”

			Annie raised her hand, and Gordon pointed at her. “Does the killer have a nickname, or do we just call him ‘the killer’?”

			“Actually, law enforcement tries to avoid giving suspected serial killers nicknames. It can cause issues during the investigation, making investigators narrow their focus and miss clues,” he responded.

			Beth grimaced. “Yeah, unfortunately it’s usually some hotshot reporter or cop who’s looking to make a career who comes up with the nicknames.”

			Gordon continued. “So this guy is probably a white male, age thirty to fifty. He has above-average intelligence, and he’s able to slip in and out of society at will, apparently on all different levels. We know this because no one stood out at the Bledsoes’ fundraiser. He came as one of the guests, using the name of a man who disappeared a couple of years ago, whose body was found a couple of months ago out in Illinois.”

			“One of his victims?” Ethan asked.

			“We think so.”

			“So he crosses gender lines,” Stacy said, propping her chin on her hand. “That’s unusual.”

			“It is. So far as we can tell, this was his only male victim. Whatever the circumstances are around that killing, I’d say they’re important.” Gordon looked at the paper where Beth had made the list. “He probably has had at least one long-term relationship, but chances are that it failed and spectacularly. If he was married, the divorce probably made headlines, at least in his little realm.”

			Ethan shifted in his seat. “What about his professional life?”

			“That’s a bit of a gray area. We know he has transportation that takes him over a large area—several states in fact. That would fit with him being a truck driver or a regional traveling salesman, but this guy is full of ego. If he is a salesman, it’s likely in a job where he’s near the top of the food chain. He does not play well with others, but he can hide it well enough to get by. He’s probably a true sociopath.”

			Beth tapped the capped end of the marker against her chin. “What other professions would fit the ego and the traveling? What about a regional pilot?”

			“Could be, I suppose,” Gordon said, “but it doesn’t feel right. Good suggestion though. Maybe a highway construction worker with one of the big companies that gets the contracts these days?”

			“Maybe this will help. I use it when I’m trying to formulate regional stories for the paper.” Beth reached behind the tablet and pulled out a foam board with a map of the Midwest, then she stepped to the fireplace and grabbed a jar of push pins from the mantel. “Where all do you have confirmed kills for this guy?”

			Gordon pulled a file out of the box he’d brought in from his car. He read off the locations, and for every victim, she placed a red pin. When she finished, she stood back and studied the map. There were eight pins total, in cities and towns in Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, Kentucky, and even one in Tennessee. Most of the pins were located around fairly large towns or major cities but not all.

			“It’s not enough,” Beth mused. “The suspected kills?”

			She added a yellow pin in Lexington for Kiely, and Gordon told her about four more. Two were in the Cincinnati area near the Indiana border, another was in Kentucky, and the fourth and final victim—the man—was in Illinois. Again, that body had been found very near the Indiana border.

			Ethan sat forward, a thoughtful frown on his face as he didn’t take his eyes off the map. “That’s… interesting. How sure are you that these are all his kills?”

			“Actually, I’d be surprised if there aren’t a few more out there,” Gordon said. “There weren’t any murders for over two years after Kiely’s, which is part of why we think she was his first. Then there was the first one in Cincinnati. Another year goes by, and we have the murder in Terre Haute. They came pretty regularly after that until about a year ago. He went into a bit of a frenzy in the Cincinnati area then, and the profilers at Quantico say it’s probably because he had some sort of a stressor around that time. Why? What are you thinking?”

			“I’m not sure.” Ethan moved to stand in front of the map. No one spoke as he ran his fingers across the pins. “So Kiely is killed first. Then he goes to Cincy, then Terre Haute. He heads out to Carbondale, Illinois, next. After that, every kill is within what, a ninety-minute drive of the borders of Indiana? Do you think that’s a coincidence?”

			“Terre Haute’s close to the Illinois border,” Jason said. “Where exactly was that murder?”

			Gordon looked through the file. When he found the information he was looking for, he cursed. “Less than two miles from the state line, off a country road. If he wasn’t local, he could have easily thought he was still in Illinois.”

			“So he doesn’t want to commit these crimes in Indiana. Why is that?” Stacy mused.

			“Indiana has the death penalty,” Chase said. “That could be it.”

			“So does Kentucky,” Gordon added. “No, I’d say it’s more personal than that. You know that old saying, ‘Don’t crap in your own sandbox’?”

			Ethan smiled, and Gordon smiled back.

			“The son of a bitch is from Indiana. Has to be,” Ethan said.

			Stacy joined Ethan in front of the map. “Six of the thirteen murders have been committed within an hour’s drive of Cincinnati, including his last five. I’m thinking two things. First, Kiely’s murder really was his first kill. We know the place she was found was off the beaten path, so he had to be familiar with the area.”

			“Or she was,” Chase interjected quietly. “It had quite a reputation as a lover’s lane, the place where she was found.”

			“Actually, ninety percent of these victims were found off the beaten path. Not so far that the victims would be hard to find, but definitely in less-traveled areas,” Gordon said.

			“Okay. So let’s say the victims are all familiar with these places. To me, that means he appears harmless, or something about him makes him worth the risk for these women,” Beth said. “What’s the other thing, Stacy?”

			“The other thing that occurs to me is almost as significant as the first, especially with the two-year delay,” she responded. “And especially with such an organized offender. He moves around a lot, but for his first kill after Kiely, he chose the Cincinnati area? I think he stays in the areas a few months and then moves on, but he started around Cincy. He’s come back to Cincy, gone other places, and come back again. If you add a pin for Chase, for the letters, it would make a weird kind of sense. Killers have a comfort zone. If we take that into account, as well as the repeated visits to Cincinnati, which is just over the border from Indiana… I think he’s from right here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			A shocked silence fell over the room. Annie recovered first. “You mean from Leroy?”

			Stacy contemplated the map again and shook her head. “No, but I think he’s close. He has to be. If I had to guess, I’d put him here.” She tapped the southeastern corner of Indiana. “Aurora, Lawrenceburg, maybe even Madison.”

			“Why?” Gordon leaned forward on the couch with his hands clasped between his knees.

			Holding his gaze, Stacy formulated her answer, thinking out loud. “Because he’s been in something of a frenzy this past year. His victims are mainly at-risk women—prostitutes and drug addicts. He needs a ready supply where he can get to them if the urge strikes. Cincinnati seems to be his preferred stalking ground of late. If he lives in Indiana, chances are good that he has to live in this area for the sheer logistics.” She tapped the map again.

			Beth sucked in a breath and sank down on the arm of the couch. “Oh, God. Ethan? At-risk women? Parker.”

			Ethan stilled. “Okay. But what about our theory about him not wanting to commit murders in Indiana?”

			“You’re talking about the body that was found this morning?” Gordon asked.

			“Yes.”

			Gordon frowned. “How was she killed?”

			“She was in pretty rough shape. The coroner is leaning toward bludgeoning, but we won’t know until the autopsy tomorrow,” Ethan said.

			“Well, the last few murders have been increasingly violent, with more mutilation than his earlier crimes. It’s not outside the realm of possibility that it could be him. When was she killed?” Gordon asked.

			“Sometime Sunday night or early this morning,” Ethan told him.

			Gordon looked at Chase. “How fast did word get around about your questioning?”

			Chase snorted. “By one o’clock this morning, Dad was calling me from Europe.”

			“So a local could easily have known about it. The killer could have learned about it last night, either through conversation or by overhearing it somewhere,” Gordon mused. “We know he has some sort of an agenda where Chase is concerned. If that includes Chase being framed for murder, hearing that you weren’t arrested could have sent him over the edge.”

			“So if we can figure out where the guy met Parker, that might lead us to solving the whole damned thing.” Stacy turned to Ethan. “Any leads?”

			“Not really,” he admitted. “I managed to find the people she was with earlier in the evening, but she left them about nine o’clock last night. She was talking about finding someone to party with. They weren’t sure where she was headed when she left. She didn’t have any violent exes, everyone seemed to like her, and no one appears to have a reason to want to harm her like that.”

			Gordon narrowed his eyes. “Any sign of her car?”

			“It was in the shop. Wherever she went, she was walking. We were able to track her to County Line Grocery at about nine thirty.”

			A collective groan went through the room.

			Ethan nodded. “She hung out there for a while, possibly met someone out back for money, then she left a little after ten.”

			Gordon frowned. “What’s County Line Grocery?”

			“It’s a convenience store with a pool hall and gas station, and it’s on the road leading out to Jefferson County, which is the road where Parker was found. It’s about three miles from the actual county line,” Stacy explained.

			“Yeah, and it’s a total cesspool of humanity that late at night,” Jason added. “If it’s illegal and you want to find it in Olman County, County Line is the place to go.”

			“Ah… I know the type of place. Most counties have at least one,” Gordon said. “So did anyone see anything that could help us, or are all the witnesses mysteriously forgetful today?”

			Ethan moved back to his seat. “Actually, they were surprisingly helpful, weren’t they, Jason?”

			Jason nodded. “I was somewhat shocked by that, but apparently Parker was well-liked even in that crowd.”

			“That doesn’t surprise me,” Beth said. “For all her problems, Parker was one of the sweetest people you’d ever meet. That makes this tragedy that much sadder.”

			“So where does that leave us?” Chase asked.

			Gordon sighed. “Maybe nowhere we weren’t already, but then again…” He looked over the map. “Any chance you can contact the crime lab handling Parker’s murder, see if they can rush the DNA now so we can compare it to the DNA in Kiely’s case?”

			Ethan didn’t answer, just pulled out his phone and made the call. “Michelle, it’s Detective Moore. What’s the status on processing that DNA from this morning’s murder victim?” He listened to her response and frowned.

			“Okay. No, no, I understand, but we have a potential suspect we’d like to rule out.” He stopped again, and the lab tech’s raised voice could be heard. Even though her words weren’t clear, her attitude was. Ethan’s brow lowered.

			Beth winced. “Oooh, that’s not good.”

			Before he could respond to the tech’s comments, he held the phone away from his ear. An astonished laugh escaped him, and he stared at the device.

			“What did she say?” Stacy asked. “That was Michelle Dickey, right?”

			“Yeah. She had plenty to say, most of it relating to me being a washed-up, alcoholic upstart with delusions of importance. And then she hung up on me.” He hit another number and stood, phone to his ear as he excused himself. “Wyatt? It’s Ethan. We have a problem.”

			He went out to the front porch and paced as he talked. Beth followed without a word.

			Jason let out a low whistle. “Wow. Wyatt’s not going to be happy.”

			“She’ll be suspended over this,” Stacy said. “We all heard what Ethan asked—nothing rude or out of the ordinary. Michelle’s the newest tech up there. She’s not the most popular person in the building.”

			Gordon knew the sheriff’s department had expanded its crime lab over the last couple of years, adding an outpost for the state police and the capability to process more complex crime scenes. Obviously there were still a few kinks being worked out.

			Ethan came back inside, his face hard. “Wyatt’s on his way over there now to check on things. We should have our results in about seventy-two hours, I’m guessing.”

			“How upset is he?” Jason asked.

			“Oh, he always wanted a skylight in his living room, I’d say.” He grimaced. “If she said that in front of witnesses, she won’t work in Olman County again, at least not in any official capacity. Wyatt will see to that.”

			Beth looked up at him. His tension was making his muscles rigid, and his demeanor had changed from alert but relaxed to tense. Gordon watched the silent communication pass between them, and after a moment, Ethan’s tension eased a little.

			“So what now?” Chase asked.

			Gordon walked over to the map. He shoved his hands in his pockets and shook his head. “Now we wait.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			By midnight Monday night, the killer had gotten medical treatment and left the state. Pulling it off had been a bit of a challenge, but he’d done it. Now he had to make sure he finished getting rid of all the incriminating evidence. That meant his truck had to disappear—permanently. He’d worked with some people a few years back who had been less than honest, and they’d taught him a few tricks of the trade. One of those tricks was how to get rid of a vehicle, no questions asked.

			The antibiotic shot was kicking in, and the pain in his arm wasn’t quite as bad as it had been. He’d grabbed some high-test painkillers at the clinic where he’d been treated, but he was managing to hold off on using them by taking the maximum dose of some over-the-counter medications. When he stopped for the night, he would consider taking the more powerful drugs, but he probably wouldn’t take the risk. He needed his mind to be as clear as possible for the next few days.

			As he drove through the night, he kept thinking about Chase Hudson and how the damn bastard had managed to screw up everything. He’d had a good thing going until Chase had slipped out of the noose he’d hung for him. Out of the generosity in his heart, he had planned on letting Annie and Beth live just so Chase would never know when the hammer would drop. It would have been one of the best tortures he could devise, a cat toying with a mouse that wouldn’t die.

			However, now that Chase had messed up his plans, he had to rethink that idea. He’d take a few days to let his wounds heal, then he’d go home. After that, all bets were off. Satisfied with his agenda, he smiled.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			It seemed to Annie that the week after Parker Riley’s body was discovered flew by, and it was a week full of horrible discoveries. The DNA had come back in Kiely’s and Parker’s cases, and both had matched that found at the scenes of the other eight killings.

			Although that should have meant Chase was in the clear, Kiely’s family was still trying to maneuver things so that he was blamed. Neal Bledsoe had been calling in favors left and right, but now that the DNA was back, no one was paying attention to his complaints. It was still a hassle for Chase, but the imminent threat of arrest had at least been taken out of the equation.

			Despite being suspended, Gordon had managed to get his supervisor to contact the detective from the original investigation, who had confirmed the identity of Kiely’s boyfriend. Like a lot of retired law enforcement officers, he had one case that haunted him, and Kiely’s was it. Subsequently, he had kept a copy of the original case file. Finding the man’s name had been a matter of opening a box.

			Once confirmed, Mullins had been easy to track down. He’d been a guest of the Kentucky prison system for the past five years, convicted of manufacturing and selling methamphetamine. He admitted to writing the note and placing it in Kiely’s casket at the time of her funeral, so at least that mystery was solved.

			Adding to Annie’s, and everyone’s, stress was the disappearance and murder of a prominent doctor in Madison. When his office staff had gone in Tuesday morning, they’d found the clinic in complete disarray—furniture was overturned, one of the examining rooms was littered with bloody supplies that indicated someone had been treated, and some medications were missing. They had immediately called the police, and an investigation had been mounted.

			The next day, the doctor’s body had been found in an abandoned rock quarry a few miles outside Madison. He had been shot once in the head, and even though the modus operandi was very different, the circumstances convinced law enforcement in Olman County that the person responsible was more than likely the killer they were looking for. By the end of the week, the DNA had come back with another positive match.

			By looking at the medications he had stolen, they were able to ascertain that he had likely been treated for an infected wound. During Parker’s autopsy, the ME had confirmed that she had blood and tissue in her mouth that wasn’t her own. Given the inevitability of infection with a human bite, that was likely the injury responsible for driving the killer to the clinic.

			Now, at noon on Saturday, Lauren’s baby shower was scheduled to begin in less than an hour. For a brief while, it had looked as if Charlie wouldn’t be able to get her out of the house they shared next door to her parents long enough for the shower preparations to take place. As far along as she was, Lauren was miserable, and going anywhere wasn’t really something she was interested in doing.

			Somehow though, he’d managed it, and Molly, Lauren’s mother, had called in the troops. They’d been lurking in the neighborhood, parked a few streets over, and as soon as she sounded the all-clear, they moved in. Working fast, they had the house set up in record time, and now all they were waiting on was the guest of honor.

			As Annie wandered through the family room to double-check things once more, she saw Charlie’s mother come in through the front door. She’d dreaded this meeting the most, given their personal history. She had grappled with whether or not to attend the shower at all, not wanting to cause Hazel any discomfort. Beth and Hannah had managed to talk her into being there.

			“You’re one of Lauren’s best friends. You’re Charlie’s sister. Lauren and Charlie would both want you there, and it isn’t like you didn’t see her at their wedding. Since Charity’s in Europe and can’t be here,” Beth said, referring to Lauren’s cousin, who was away on business, “Lauren’s already feeling down. She needs you there. If it makes you feel any better, I’ll call Hazel and ask her beforehand.”

			That was exactly what she’d done. Hazel had told Beth she didn’t have a problem in the world with Annie being there, but Annie wasn’t sure she believed that. She was answering Hannah’s question about a food dish when Hazel tapped her shoulder with a nervous smile.

			“Hi. I’m sorry to interrupt. Do you have a minute? I’d like to talk to you about something.” Hazel gestured toward the door. “Do you think we could walk outside?”

			Annie swallowed and tried to hide her nervousness. “Sure.”

			Hannah excused herself, and Annie led Hazel into the backyard, studying the older woman surreptitiously as they walked. She was attractive, and there was a strong likeness between her and Charlie. Her dark hair showed a few strands of gray, but all in all, she looked ten years younger than Annie knew her to be.

			“I’ve always admired Molly’s green thumb,” Hazel said. “I guess you have a pretty green thumb too. I can kill a plant by looking at it.” Annie figured she wasn’t hiding her nervousness as well as she’d thought when Hazel gave her a reassuring smile and patted her arm. “Honey, I’m not going to yell at you or make a scene. I just wanted to let you know that I don’t have a problem with you being in Charlie’s life. I’ll be honest—I worried that I might when I found out you were my daughter-in-law’s best friend. I did a lot of soul-searching about that, and I figured out a few things. Primarily, I discovered that I can’t blame you for what my ex-husband did nearly thirty years ago. It wasn’t your fault any more than it was Charlie’s.”

			Annie felt a huge weight lift from her shoulders, and she stopped walking to turn toward Hazel. “Are you sure? Because I would completely understand if you did have a problem with my presence.”

			Hazel smiled, the expression a little sad. “I’m happier now than I’ve been in a long time, and I’ve been happy for several years now. Once upon a time, Ransom Clark was the love of my life. Then he started drinking. We lost a child—Charlie’s brother. When Robin died, so did our marriage. It was already strained, but that loss was the last straw. By the time you came along, we were separated. Actually, finding out about you was the impetus I needed to file for divorce and get on with my life.”

			“I didn’t know you’d lost a child. I’m so sorry.”

			“Thank you. He was younger than Charlie and worshipped the ground his brother walked on. I think one of the biggest regrets I have from that period in time is that Charlie lost so much. He wasn’t supposed to be an only child. Now he has you, and I can’t tell you how much that comforts me. I hope that the two of you will become closer as you get to know each other.”

			“Thank you for telling me this. It means a lot to me.”

			To Annie’s surprise, Hazel pulled her in for a hug. “Sweetie, I’m glad I did. I almost didn’t approach you because I didn’t want to upset you. But I had to try, especially after Beth called.”

			A sharp whistle sounded from the patio, and they looked up. Beth was on the deck, waving.

			“Looks like it’s showtime,” Annie said.

			They hurried back inside, and as the shower started, Annie felt one more insecurity slip away. That relief had been a long time coming, and she had never thought it would happen, not in a million years. But by some miracle, it had, and she had to wonder what other miracles might come along too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Rafe Lewis had rolled over the situation in his mind so many times he thought he was going crazy. For two days, he’d done nothing but think and second-guess himself, but he realized he didn’t have any choice in the matter. If he was wrong, it would mean losing his job. But if he was right…

			Well, he really didn’t have any choice. And he had a terrible feeling that he wasn’t wrong. So much of what he knew matched what he had seen in the news reports. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

			Gathering up his courage, he made his way through the Olman County courthouse to the sheriff’s department.

			When the steely-eyed maven behind the reception desk asked if she could help him, he almost turned and walked right back out the door. But he couldn’t do that, so he steeled his spine and nodded. “God, I hope so. Those murders they’re talking about on the news? I think I might know who’s responsible.”

			“You wait here.” She picked up the phone. “Detective, there’s someone here who needs to speak to you.” As she hung up, she told Rafe, “He’ll be right out.”

			A minute later, the door on the other side of the room opened, and a tall, somber man about Rafe’s age walked out. “Neva?” When the lady gestured toward Rafe, the man gave him a quick visual assessment. “I’m Detective Ethan Moore. How can I help you?”

			“Well, I think I can help you, unfortunately. I think I know who killed those people.”

			[image: ]

			The last thing Ethan had been expecting when he walked into the reception area was to find someone who claimed to know who the killer was. When the man told him why he was there, Ethan was skeptical, but stranger things had happened.

			“What’s your name?” he asked.

			“Rafe Lewis.”

			Ethan frowned. The name sounded familiar, but he wasn’t sure why. “Why don’t we go back to a room and sit down to talk about this?” He held the door open and beckoned Rafe into the hall on the other side. “I’ll have you go down here to one of our interview rooms. Neva, can you page Gordon and Stacy and let them know what’s going on? They’re up with Wyatt.”

			“Will do.”

			He led Rafe down the hall. “Right in here.” He turned on the light in the biggest interrogation room the department had. The last thing he wanted was for the man to feel crowded and run. “Have a seat.”

			As Rafe sat down, Stacy and Gordon entered.

			“Rafe Lewis, this is Detective Stacy Kirchner and Special Agent Galen Gordon. They’re working this case with me. Is it okay if they’re in here while we talk?”

			Rafe glanced at them, then turned back to Ethan. He swallowed. “I don’t guess it really matters. Either way we go with this, I’m screwed. If I’m right, I lose my job. If I’m wrong, I lose my job. So it’s fine with me if they’re here.”

			“So tell us about this person you suspect. Who is it?” Stacy asked kindly. She closed the door and sat at the table opposite Rafe.

			Gordon followed suit, but Ethan remained standing.

			“It’s my boss. He called in sick on Monday, and then Tuesday, he called in with a family emergency. Thing is, I’m friends with his ex-wife on Facebook—long story, don’t ask—and she didn’t tell me anything about any emergency. She and their kids? That’s the only family he has in this country.” Rafe paused for a second. “So I sent her a message, told her I hoped everything was okay. See, he doesn’t know I know her, and my Facebook account isn’t in my name. Anyhow, when she asked me what I was talking about, I started getting suspicious. Not about this, these killings, but thinking maybe he was taking a little time off to get with somebody or something. No big deal if he was. None of my business.”

			When he stopped, staring at his hands, Ethan prodded gently. “What made you think he might be the guy we’re looking for?” His phone vibrated on his hip, but he ignored it.

			Rafe shrugged. “I dunno. I guess the timing of the whole thing. It didn’t feel right. And when I tried to call him, when several of us tried to call him, he wouldn’t answer our calls. Man, he runs a huge company. Even if his whole family died, he wouldn’t be incommunicado like that. So I went to his house and… well, I broke in. I thought something was wrong.” He looked up as if to see if he was in trouble for that, but when no one condemned him, he continued. “So I get in his house, and his truck’s missing from the garage, and there are bloody bandages and towels all over his bathroom.”

			Ethan cursed as his phone buzzed again. Looking at the face, he saw that it was Beth. “I’m sorry. I have to take this.”

			He went into the hall and took a deep breath before he answered. For Beth to call twice, it had to be something important. “Hey, honey, what’s up?”

			“Lauren’s in labor.” She apologized for interrupting. “I tried to leave a message, but it wouldn’t let me, and your desk number is busy. I was going to try your voice mail again. I’m sorry. I know things are crazy right now. Can you get away?”

			Ethan leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. He was happy for their friends, but at the same time, watching that specific happiness hurt. “I don’t know. I doubt I can for a little while anyhow. A guy just walked in, and it’s possible he has some information about the killings. I have to stay here as long as I can. This might be the break we’ve been waiting for. I’m sorry I can’t be there with you.”

			“Don’t worry about it. I understand. This is good news, isn’t it?”

			“If he’s legit, yeah, it’s very good. Have you called everyone else?”

			“Annie and Chase. They’re both going to be a little late. Chase is finishing something, and Annie’s meeting with Travis down by what’s left of the shop. Maybe by the time they get here, you’ll have some good news for us.”

			“We can hope. I have to go, but I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Ethan said. “I love you.”

			“Love you too.”

			He went back into the interview. “Sorry about that.”

			“Everything okay?” Gordon asked.

			“Yeah, just a personal thing. What did I miss?”

			Gordon looked at Rafe, who was looking drained. “Well, it looks like Mr. Lewis might be on to something. Turns out his boss has been in or near the areas we’re interested in throughout the years and roughly at the same time. Eleven years ago next week, he got married in Lexington, Kentucky. What do you think about that?”

			“I think that’s very interesting news,” Ethan replied. “What’s your boss’s name, Mr. Lewis?”

			When Rafe told him, Ethan actually had to touch the wall for support.

			“What the hell did you say?” he asked.

			“Travis Tyler.”

			“What’s wrong?” Stacy asked, coming to her feet.

			“The same Travis Tyler who’s handling the reconstruction across the street?” Ethan asked, needing to confirm it. When Rafe nodded, he cursed. “Annie. Annie’s meeting him right now!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			Annie parked beside the empty lot where her flower shop had once stood. She was a little early for her meeting with Travis, and she used the time to sit in the car and study the bare lot.

			Although she’d driven down here several times over the last week, seeing nothing where her life had once stood was still a jolt. The rebuilding was scheduled to start any day, as soon as the work permits cleared the courthouse, but until then, it was just an empty lot. It was a stark reminder of how empty her life had been in the not-too-distant past and made her thankful all over again for what she’d found.

			She let out a frustrated groan when Chase’s cell phone rang for what felt like the millionth time. Pulling it out of her bag, she turned off the ringer. Murphy, the little demon, had a phone fetish of all things, and he’d swiped it, hiding it in her purse. Chase hadn’t missed it that morning until he got to town, and he hadn’t had time to turn around and go back for it. She planned to drop it off to him after her meeting.

			Dropping it back in her bag, she pulled out her own phone to check for messages. When Travis pulled up behind her, she got out to meet him with a smile.

			“Hey. How are you?” she asked, stopping beside him as he rummaged through a box behind the seat on the passenger side. “New truck?”

			“Yes. The old one was no longer useful. How about you?”

			“I’m eager to get started on this.” She stopped when Travis put his hand on her arm. When she felt a sharp prick on her back just below her shoulder blade, she jerked, staring at his hand with confusion. “What are you doing?”

			The world tilted, and she watched as he tossed an empty syringe on the sidewalk near the edge of the exposed foundation of what was left of her building. Her vision blurred as her legs turned to water beneath her. She tried to lift her arms to fight, but they wouldn’t respond.

			He lifted her easily and settled her into his passenger seat, even going so far as to strap her in with the seat belt. “I thought we might go for a little ride, just you and me.” He picked up the phone she’d dropped and threw it onto the sidewalk next to the syringe. “You won’t be needing that where we’re going.”

			As he closed the truck door, she felt a scream building in the back of her throat, but before she could let it out, everything faded to black.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			Travis pulled onto the street carefully, trying to act as normal as he could. Until he was clear of town, he didn’t want to attract any undue attention. “That went exceptionally well, don’t you think?”

			Even though Annie was unconscious, he kept up a steady stream of conversation as he drove, telling her of his recent activities, some of his favorite past kills. “It’s nice being able to talk to someone about this. I’ve not been able to do that in a long time. The last person I chatted with, old J.R. Handley? I trussed him up and stuck him on a pole in the middle of a cornfield. They didn’t find his body for a long time, and there wasn’t much left by the time the buzzards got through with him, so he wasn’t about to tell my secrets.”

			The drive to his own property near Madison would take about forty-five minutes. Somehow, it was fitting that it would all end there. He was taking from Chase Hudson, for the second time, something that had been denied him many years ago.

			“It isn’t fair, you see, that Chase should get two chances at love in one lifetime,” he told Annie, who moaned. “That’s right. You’ll be awake before you know it, and then we can have some real fun.

			“I loved Margie with all my heart, and she ripped it out and tore it to pieces. Just like my mother, just like every other whore. She changed her name, but she can’t ever change who she is. Charity Vaughn, my ass. She’s plain old Margie Vernon, and she always will be. Once trash, always trash.”

			Just thinking about the girl who’d gotten pregnant with his child, then cheated on him with every man who’d screw her, made him clench his teeth. The pain from that betrayal had driven him to act carelessly, and he’d gotten a girl he didn’t even like pregnant. Forced to marry her, he’d been in Lexington for the ceremony when he met Kiely, and fate had intervened.

			“You’re probably wondering why I don’t have Margie on my list,” he said softly as Annie whimpered. “I’d never get away with that. People watch her too closely. They’d know it was me before her body cooled. That’s okay—I’ve killed a dozen women in her place, and that’s a good start on ridding the world of troublesome whores.”

			He pulled the truck into the garage and turned off the engine. “I had to get a new truck, you know. Wrecked the old one down in Tennessee, in the hills. It’s so far down in a ravine they’ll never find it. I made sure it burned too, when it went over.” After going around to the passenger side, he slid Annie out and tossed her over his shoulder. “So you’ll understand if we don’t do this in my new truck. I really don’t want to have to destroy this one. It’s too nice.”

			He carried her into the house and down the hall to his bedroom, where he tossed her on the bed. He then went to his closet and grabbed a couple of neckties. “I could do this with zip ties, but let’s be a little classier. What do you say? After all, you’re special.”

			Holding her hands together over her head, he tied them to the headboard with one of the ties, then he sat down at her hip. He used the other as a gag, fastening it loosely around her mouth. Her eyes were open but still unfocused.

			He smiled at her. “When you wake up a little more, I’ll take that off so we can talk. Right now though, I need some peace and quiet. I need to prepare, you see. You’re so extraordinary, Annie. I’ll bet Chase tells you that all the time.” When tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, he laughed and stood.

			“I’m going to go take care of some things. Plastic bags, towels—you understand. Otherwise, this could get messy.” He stopped at the door and turned around with a grin. “Don’t go anywhere now, you hear me?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			As soon as Ethan put two and two together, controlled chaos erupted. “Stacy, let Wyatt know what’s happening and see who’s in the bullpen—we need someone to stay with Rafe.” As she hurried from the room, he looked at Rafe, whose face had gone white as a sheet. “Did you know about this?”

			“No. I didn’t even know he was back in town. Maybe this means—”

			Ethan stopped him with a slash of his hand. “We’ll figure that out later. Gordon, you and Stacy are with me,” he said as she came back in with Heston on her heels. “Heston, stay with him until you hear otherwise.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			As he led the way down the hall toward the door that opened to the street across from The Brown Bag, he asked Stacy about Wyatt.

			“He’s on his way down now. Do we know where they’re meeting?” she asked.

			They waited for traffic to clear before dashing across the street. “Beth said they’re at the site. Gordon, are you carrying?”

			The other man grimaced. “Yeah.”

			Ethan wasn’t about to bust him for that. “Good. Maybe Lewis is wrong and it isn’t Travis,” Ethan said, the words almost a plea.

			But when they got to the end of the street, there was no sign of Annie or Travis, though her car was there.

			“Goddamn it!” Ethan raked a hand through his hair as he frantically scanned the area, including the backseat and trunk of her car, which were visible through the glass of the hatchback. “There’s no purse. We couldn’t have missed them by much.”

			“Ethan…” Stacy’s voice was full of dread. “Isn’t this her phone? There’s a syringe with it.” She hunkered down next to a phone on the sidewalk, its case a bright and cheerful green covered in daisies and easily recognizable as Annie’s.

			“He really has her, doesn’t he?” Ethan asked, watching as Wyatt hurried toward them.

			Gordon laid a hand on Ethan’s shoulder briefly, speaking into his own phone. From the sounds of things, he was updating his supervisor. “Yeah, okay. Not yet, but he’s coming down the street right now. I’ll let them know. Thanks, Fran.”

			“What the hell is going on?” Wyatt demanded as he came to a stop beside them.

			Ethan briefed him. “Given that Annie isn’t here, her phone is, and what we think we know about Travis? I’d say he has her.”

			The sheriff cursed roundly. “We have to figure out where he’d take her. Where does he live? Who would know?”

			“Rafe Lewis probably,” Ethan said. “He’s familiar enough with the guy’s dealings that he should be able to help us. What’d your supervisor say?” he asked Gordon.

			“Whatever resources we need, they’re ours for the asking. If we didn’t have Annie’s phone, we might be able to trace it.” Gordon shook his head. “We can try to trace his. We need to get back to the courthouse. How good is your tech department at doing live traces?”

			“Maria’s the best. Stacy, stay here. I’ll get CSU dispatched right over. Boys, you’re with me. Where’s Chase? Do we know?” Wyatt asked as they half jogged back down the street.

			“He’s supposed to be on his way to the hospital. Lauren’s in labor,” Ethan said.

			“Call and find out if he is. I’ll get Maria geared up to do the live trace,” Wyatt told them as they reached the courthouse. He held the door open for them, then followed them inside. “I’ll also get things set up in the large conference room. We’ll need a central hub to work from.”

			“I’ll see what I can find out from Rafe,” Gordon said.

			Ethan stopped outside the door as his call went through.

			“Any news?” Beth asked in lieu of a greeting.

			“Some,” he answered, making a concerted effort to keep his voice level. “Who all’s there with you?”

			He could practically hear the frown in her voice. “Chase, Jason, Hannah, Lauren’s parents. What’s going on?”

			Ethan closed his eyes. “Have you heard from Annie?”

			“Ethan…”

			“Beth, please.”

			“Hold on. Let me get away from these rowdy critters,” she said, her tone falsely bright. She exhaled a few seconds later, the sound shaky, and a click sounded with a hard echo around her. “I’m in the restroom. I figured the boys wouldn’t follow me in here. They know something’s up. I haven’t heard from Annie, and I should have by now. It’s him, isn’t it? He has her.”

			“We think so. We’re fairly certain Travis is the killer.”

			“Oh, God. Are you serious? Travis Tyler?” Her voice was soft, and the sound echoed around her. “Did you check the site?”

			“Yeah. Her car’s there, but she isn’t. Stacy found her phone on the ground not far from it.”

			“I need a minute.” Even though the sound was muffled, he could still hear her crying softly. After a few seconds, she was back. “Okay. Okay. We have to—wait. You said her phone was on the ground. What about Chase’s?”

			Ethan frowned. “What about it?”

			“She has his phone! He left it this morning, and she has it. You know he put that phone-finding app on there because Murphy kept stealing it. If we can tap into that, we might be able to find her.”

			He had to rub his eyes and swallow hard to keep from choking up. There was so much optimism and frantic hope in her voice it destroyed him. “Sweetheart, we’re on it, I promise you. Listen. You stay there with Chase and Jason, okay? Swear to me. I need to know you’re safe.”

			“I will. Be careful?”

			“I promise. Try not to tell anyone what’s happening. I don’t want to have to tell Chase until we know a little more, okay?”

			“Okay. I love you.”

			“I love you too,” he said in a low voice.

			Ending the call, he pulled in a shaking breath as he fought for emotional control. He cleared his throat and looked away as Gordon stepped outside the room where Lewis was being held.

			“Everything okay?”

			Ethan nodded. “Chase and Jason are there with Beth but no Annie. Beth said Annie has Chase’s phone with her, and she reminded me that Chase has that phone-finding app because of Murphy. If she has it in her purse or whatever, if we get into that app, we might be able to track them that way.”

			“Good. I have Travis’s number, and Lewis thinks he’d probably take her back to his house outside Madison. It’s private, off the beaten path, and he could take his time there,” Gordon said quietly. “I told Wyatt, and he’s on the horn with Jefferson County or the state police to see if he can get someone headed that way to check the house.”

			Ethan clenched his jaw. “We have to find them before he has a chance to start torturing her.”

			Gordon nodded. “Agreed. I hope I’m not wrong when I say that I think he’ll draw things out with her, make this as slow and as painful as possible. That gives her the best shot at survival. If he goes into an all-out blitz like he did with Parker Riley…”

			“Don’t say it.” Ethan nodded at Maria and Wyatt as they came down the hall. He and Gordon met them outside the door to the large conference room, and he brought them up to speed. “What do you need from us?”

			Maria said, “Get me in contact with Chase so that I can run that app. I’ll see what I can find out without him, but having his help would make it go faster.”

			“You two go bring him in,” Wyatt said. “Tell Jason I said to stay with Beth and not leave her side until we get this settled.”

			As Ethan and Gordon headed for the hospital, which was less than a mile away, they didn’t speak.

			Once he’d parked though, Ethan looked at Gordon. “How do we handle this?”

			“Bring the Hudson kids down to the lobby. Don’t take this up to Lauren and Charlie. You realize we’re going to have a hell of a battle on our hands, keeping the three of them from going with us?” Gordon asked as they got out of the car.

			Ethan snorted. “I’m well aware. I don’t want to have to tell Chase she’s gone. How the hell am I supposed to do that?”

			“Succinctly and to the point. He can take it. It might knock him back a bit, but he’ll be fine.”

			“So long as we can find her in time, yeah. If we can’t? There won’t be anything left of him to put back together.”

			They exchanged a look. Gordon knew as well as Ethan that it was the truth. He nodded. “Then let’s do what we can to not let that happen.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			For long, tense minutes after Travis left the bedroom, Annie remained immobile, listening to him clanging about in the rest of the house. She wasn’t as out of it as he thought, and she hoped to use that to her advantage. When she’d miscarried, she’d learned that her body metabolized sedatives too quickly. What would have knocked out most people and kept them out for an hour only knocked her out for a fraction of that time. It had been a near-disaster then, but it might save her life now.

			When she was certain he was in a distant part of the house, she tried to sit up and pull her hands loose. Moving as carefully as she could, doing everything possible not to make too much noise, she managed to flip onto her stomach and get up on her knees. With her hands in front of her, she made quick work of the knots.

			“Stupid man,” she muttered as she removed the tie he’d gagged her with. “Where’d you learn how to tie knots? You sure as hell weren’t ever a Boy Scout.”

			Once she was free, she searched the bedroom for anything she could use as a weapon. There was nothing—not even a lamp, as those were mounted to the wall. She slid the nightstand drawer open as quietly as she could, and she couldn’t believe her eyes.

			Under a glossy magazine, the nose of a silver revolver peeked out almost as though it was hiding.

			“There’s no way…” With shaking hands, she reached into the drawer and closed her hands around the butt of the gun. Until she touched it and felt its solid weight, she’d thought it might be a toy. “Please be loaded, please, please.”

			It took her a couple of tries to get the cylinder open. The gun was just like the one she’d learned to shoot with as a girl, the one that had so terrified her, so she knew what to do, but her hands were clumsy. With a grateful sob, she finally got her fingers to work enough to do the job. It was fully loaded.

			“Thank you, thank you.” She slammed the cylinder back into place, the sound of Travis’s footsteps approaching outside the bedroom competing with her own pounding heart.

			“Honey, I’m home. Did you miss me?”

			Just as he came around the corner, she turned toward the door, pointing the gun straight at his chest. “You will not do this to me.”

			He stopped dead, a quick flash of shock crossing his face. “Shit. How the hell did you—never mind. It doesn’t matter.” His mask of civility dropped away, leaving pure evil like nothing she’d ever seen in its place. “We’ll see who does what, you bitch.”

			Then he charged.

			[image: ]

			The smell of gunpowder was strong in the closed space of the bedroom. Annie felt as if every muscle in her body had turned to Jell-O. She’d started pulling the trigger as soon as he’d moved, and she hadn’t stopped until the gun quit kicking.

			Travis was sprawled facedown on the floor between her and the door, much nearer to her than she was comfortable with. She knew she’d hit him at least twice, but she wasn’t going to stick around and take the chance that he wasn’t badly injured. She wasn’t going to leave the gun behind either, like some dumb horror-movie victim. Just because she was out of bullets didn’t mean he was.

			After crawling over the bed, she stumbled out of the bedroom, using the walls and furniture for support as she made her way through the house. Her mind was racing frantically with all the things she needed to do to protect herself, but at the same time, she felt so sluggish she couldn’t tell if she was functioning or not.

			“Maybe this is all a dream. Oh, God. What if I’m imagining this whole thing and I’m still tied up? What if I’m dead?”

			Panic threatened to overwhelm her, and she stopped in the kitchen to collect herself.

			“Think, Annie!” She turned her head toward the closed door in the corner. “Of course, the garage.” With Travis’s truck as her destination, she let go of the counter, almost falling before she got her feet under her again. “Legs, don’t fail me now.”

			She hit the button to raise the garage door and made her way around to the truck’s passenger side. The keys weren’t in the truck when she opened the door, but her purse was on the floorboard. Her purse—if she was very lucky—still contained Chase’s cell phone, which—if she was luckier still—would get signal this far out in the middle of nowhere.

			“Come on, come on,” she said as she dug through the bag. “Where—yes!”

			She grasped the phone tightly. A sound from inside the house caught her attention. Certain it was Travis, she dropped the gun in her purse, slung the strap over her shoulder, and ran as fast as she was able. She wasn’t about to wait around for him to find her, not when she’d gotten this far.

			“I’ll get back to the main road, then I’ll worry about making the call,” she said as she ran, panting heavily. The drug still in her system was enough that her body was fighting her, making her flight difficult but not impossible. “Keep going. Don’t look back. Get to a safe distance first.”

			She had the mad thought that somehow, even if she survived and lived to be eighty years old, she’d be running from this day for the rest of her life.

			“If that’s what it takes, then that’s what it takes.” She wasn’t about to give up now. She had too much to live for, too much to lose, and she wasn’t going to give up Chase and what they’d found together without one hell of a fight.

		

	
		
			Chapter 44

			The bedroom ceiling spun above Travis’s head, and the motion was making him sick. He’d never been good on carnival rides or merry-go-rounds. He had a weak stomach, his mother always said.

			He was mortally wounded, he knew. Leaving Annie alone had been a stupid move, one he was going to pay for with his life. He’d forgotten all about the gun in the nightstand, and even if he hadn’t, he would have sworn she was still mostly unconscious. Certainly not lively enough to get herself loose, much less get on her feet.

			He felt so cold, and he couldn’t move his arms or his legs. Breathing was growing harder with every heartbeat, and there was blood in his mouth. It tasted bitter, and he wondered if all the murders he had committed over the years were responsible. He wasn’t sure how he’d gotten to where he was now, lying in a widening pool of his own blood, shot by one of his victims.

			He hadn’t started out a killer, he told himself. He hadn’t always been evil. But his mother had left when he was a teenager and Margie soon thereafter. They’d both laughed as they’d walked out of his life, and he couldn’t let them go unpunished. He could hardly have killed his own mother, and he hadn’t been able to find Margie. All the women he’d raped and the ones he’d killed, they were just substitutes.

			“So tired,” he mumbled. “I’m so tired.”

			As he faded toward unconsciousness, movement at the corner of his eye drew his gaze. When he turned his head, he saw the shimmering image of Kiely Turner. She walked toward him and knelt at his shoulder with a faint smile.

			“Did you really think you’d get away with hurting Chase like that twice? And do you really think I’m going to let you die now? Where I am, we get one chance to reach out and touch people in the living world. I’m using mine to save you. I’m so glad I waited. You won’t be dying today.” She reached toward his chest, and he felt a searing-hot pain, like a poker jammed inside his heart. “No, Travis Tyler, you are hereby sentenced to a long, painful, pitiful life. It’s the least I can do for the part I played in the hurt we dealt Chase ten years ago.”

			The pain was more than he could bear, but he couldn’t move, physically or mentally, to get away from it. “P-please. It hurts so much.”

			Kiely’s smile widened, and the irony of his pleas wasn’t lost on him.

			“Oh, honey,” she said before she faded away, leaving the pain behind, “your sorrow is only beginning.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 45

			As soon as Beth stepped away to talk to Ethan, Chase knew something was wrong. Her pale face and red-rimmed eyes when she returned several minutes later confirmed his suspicions.

			“What’s going on?”

			She gave him a tense smile and ruffled his hair, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Nothing. They’re just working on a possible break in the case.”

			He looked at Jason, who shrugged. “First I’ve heard of it.” He stood. “Excuse me.” As he left the room, Jason looked back at Chase and waggled his phone to signal that he’d make a call to find out what was up.

			“Are you okay?” Chase asked as Beth sat down beside him, her arms wound tightly around her middle.

			“Fine. This is just… it’s a little bittersweet, that’s all.” Her voice soft, presumably so it wouldn’t carry to Lauren’s parents, who were talking to Hannah and Charlie’s mother. Beth had had a miscarriage last year as the result of the shooting, a personal devastation on several levels.

			Chase gave her a one-armed hug. “Sorry, sis. I didn’t think.”

			She patted his chest. “It’s okay.”

			He didn’t believe that was all that was bothering her. The muscles in her shoulders were coiled as tight as springs, and she kept glancing at her phone. Whatever was going on, she clearly didn’t want to tell him, and he didn’t want to press her until he had to. He’d wait for Jason to come back in, then he’d break out his brotherly persuasion if need be.

			“Annie should be here soon,” he said, glancing at his watch. He was expecting her any minute. “I hope she didn’t end up stuck with Rafe. You’d have been proud of the way she handled him the other day at the house.”

			Beth nodded. “I’m sure.”

			Eyes narrowed, Chase tilted his head. “Beth?”

			Jason stepped back in, saving her from having to answer. He wore the same shuttered expression as Beth, and seeing that, every hair on Chase’s body stood on end. Instead of returning to them, Jason went to Hannah and whispered in her ear. She looked up at him with a frown, then nodded. He kissed her cheek, then crossed the room.

			“Can you two come with me?”

			Beth swallowed hard, but she stood without a word and preceded Jason out of the waiting room.

			Chase slowly got to his feet, not taking his eyes from his brother’s. Jason had always had a good poker face, but Chase could tell when he was lying. “It’s Annie, isn’t it?”

			Jason’s mouth tightened, and he couldn’t completely stop a tiny flinch. “Come on. We don’t need to discuss this here.” His tone was hard, utterly implacable despite how softly he’d spoken, and he had on his “cop face,” which told Chase he wasn’t going to budge an inch.

			With a nod, Chase walked with him into the hall, where they caught up to Beth.

			“We’re meeting Gordon and Ethan in the chapel downstairs for some privacy,” Jason said, herding them toward the elevators. “There’s been a big break, and they need our help.”

			“Where’s Annie?” Chase said as the doors closed, sealing the three of them inside the elevator. “Something’s wrong. Is she okay?”

			“I don’t know, and that’s the truth,” he stressed as Chase opened his mouth to argue. “Please, wait until we’re in the chapel.”

			Chase stared at him, cold as ice from head to toe. He kept his silence more because he couldn’t make his mouth form the words that would ask if she was alive or not. Once the elevator doors opened, he didn’t move.

			Jason held out his hand. “Come on. We need your help.”

			“Annie?”

			“Needs your help.”

			When Jason moved to touch him, Chase jerked back then stalked out of the elevator, looking around for the chapel. Ethan and Gordon were standing down the hall, and they each lifted a hand in acknowledgement when he started their way.

			“We can talk in here,” Ethan said as Chase passed by without a word.

			Once inside, Chase turned to face them. Gordon closed the door and nodded to Ethan.

			“Well? One of you tell me. Spit it out. He has her, doesn’t he?”

			“Yes,” Gordon said. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t waste your breath,” Chase told him harshly, bending over, his hands on his knees as he felt the words like a blow. “Is she dead?”

			“We don’t know,” Ethan said. “We think she still has your phone, and we need to track it. Can you tell Maria what the app is that you use, what your password and all that is?”

			“Get her on the phone.” The urge to hit something, someone, was overwhelming. For the life of him, Chase didn’t know what was holding him together, keeping him from shattering into a million shards of pain. “Goddamn it. How did this happen? She was supposed to meet… Lewis! It’s him, isn’t it?”

			Jason stepped in front of Chase as he started for the door, stopping him cold, braced for the shove Chase threw at him. Jason easily avoided the punch that followed, then used the momentum to whip Chase around and pin his arms back in a hold as solid as steel. “You can take this out on me later, but I’m not letting you out of here right now. You have to calm down, or you won’t do Annie a damned bit of good. If you ever want to see her again, get a grip.”

			Agonizing seconds passed, his breath coming harshly, almost in sobs. Finally, Chase nodded. When Jason let him go, he moved back fast, widening his stance to prepare for another attack.

			Chase dismissed him with an angry huff. “Where are they?”

			“First, it isn’t Lewis,” Gordon said. “He actually tipped us off to who it is. The killer is Travis Tyler.”

			“What?” The words wouldn’t process. “What? It can’t be.”

			Beth sat down on one of the pews with a hard sob. “Yes, it can. Don’t you see? It makes sense. God, we should have seen it.”

			Ethan sat beside her and put his arms around her. “I don’t see how we could have.” He handed Chase his phone. “Maria’s in my contacts. Call her. We don’t have time to waste with second-guessing right now.”

			His hands unsteady, Chase made the call. When she answered, he identified himself and told her what she needed.

			“Please tell me you can see the phone.” He hardly dared to breathe as he waited for her response.

			“I have it! Let me talk to Ethan, please.”

			Chase handed the phone over without a word, then sank to his knees.

			“Maria?” Ethan listened attentively, nodding occasionally, then narrowed his eyes. “That’s exactly where Lewis said he’d go. How far is he from it? Travis went home,” he told Gordon. “Or he’s going there, I should say. Can you use the tracking app to see if he made any stops?” When he closed his eyes and smiled, a collective gasp of relief went through the room. “Good. Gordon and I will head up there now. Jason’s staying with Chase and Beth here at the hospital.”

			“The hell I’m staying here,” Chase said, glaring at Ethan. “Don’t ask me to do that.”

			Ethan glanced at Gordon, who shrugged, and he corrected himself. “Chase is going with us. We’ll be on the road in about two minutes, if that. Thank you, Maria.” He ended the call and held his hand up when everyone started to talk. “We don’t have time for debate. According to the app, the phone made a straight trip from Leroy to Jefferson County without stopping. We have to hurry. Our people are coordinating with Jefferson County, as they can have cars there faster than we can, and any ISP who might be in the area too,” he said, referring to the Indiana State Police.

			Beth grabbed him in a tight hug. “Be safe.”

			He kissed her hard. “I’ll do my best. Let’s go, kids. Jason, you stick close to Beth. Don’t so much as go to the bathroom without each other. I mean it.” He sent them both a stern glare as they headed for the lobby. “You go back upstairs. We’ll call when we know something.”

			The ride to Jefferson County took hours it seemed, even though Ethan pushed the cruiser’s speed to the top end of where he could safely go. They’d just slowed down to pass through Madison when Gordon’s phone rang.

			“This is Gordon. What? When?” He glanced back at Chase. “Any details?” He frowned lightly at the response. “Okay. I’ll let them know. Thanks, Wyatt.”

			“Well?” Ethan asked before Gordon finished hanging up.

			“Jefferson County dispatch just received a call. Wyatt doesn’t know anything more than it came from a woman who claimed to have been kidnapped, and the location she gave them matches Travis’s.”

			To say that Chase felt relief was a huge understatement. Gripping the back of the seat, he bowed his head and tried to hold on to his emotions. After a minute, Gordon passed him some napkins.

			Wiping his face, Chase straightened. “How far out are we?”

			“Ten minutes.” Ethan met his eyes briefly in the mirror. “Hang in there. When we get there, we don’t know what we’re going to be up against. You’ll stay with one of us at all times for your own safety, understand?”

			“Yeah. What if it’s a sick joke?”

			“Doubtful,” Ethan said as Gordon’s phone rang again.

			“It’s Wyatt. Yeah?” Gordon answered. This time, there was no doubting the news was good. The biggest smile Chase had ever seen spread across his face. “Wait, let me put you on speaker. Okay. Go ahead.”

			“She’s safe, boys. She’s with a JeffCo deputy.”

			Ethan swore. “You’re serious? What about Travis?”

			“We’re waiting on word now, so proceed with caution, but he’s been neutralized. It looks like Annie’s shaken up, but otherwise, she’s okay.”

			Chase lost it then. He broke—there was no other word for it. Burying his face in his hands, he sobbed. He was aware of Ethan pulling the car over, of him and Gordon getting out to give him some privacy, but he was powerless to stop the flood that had broken free.

			Knowing they had to get moving again, he fought hard and finally managed to stop his tears. As he blew his nose, the men got back in.

			“Better?” Gordon asked, his voice rough.

			“Better. Sorry about that.”

			“Shut up.” Ethan cleared his throat as he pulled back onto the road. “We’ve both been there. I called Beth while we were outside. If you can stand some more good news, apparently Baby Clark is almost ready to make an appearance. This might turn out to be a good day after all.”

			Chase nodded. “Agreed.”

			The rest of the ride was somehow tenser than the first part had been. When they got to the turnoff where the GPS told them to go left, a sheriff’s cruiser was partially blocking the road.

			Ethan rolled his window down and identified himself. “They should be expecting us.”

			“I can’t let you pass yet, sir,” the younger man replied. “We’re waiting for the helicopter to land at a clear spot up the road to airlift Mr. Tyler out. He’s in pretty bad shape.”

			Gordon and Chase exchanged a look.

			“From what?” Gordon asked.

			The deputy shrugged. “I guess she shot him, more than once from what I heard.”

			There was stunned silence as they took in his words.

			“Annie hates guns,” Chase finally said. “Where’d she get a gun?”

			The loud whomp-whomp of a helicopter sounded, and as they watched, a blue-and-white bird flew overhead, disappearing into the trees.

			“You know, we could walk from here,” Chase said, anger burning inside him as he realized the man who’d caused them so much pain was only a couple hundred yards away.

			“Or we could stay right here and not cause trouble.” Ethan met Chase’s gaze and held it in the rearview mirror. “Right?”

			“Tell me you wouldn’t want a shot at Ormsby if you could take it.” Chad Ormsby was the man who’d shot Beth.

			“Sure, if it wouldn’t get me sent to jail and compromise the investigation in the process. Besides, Travis is covered up with cops right now. You wouldn’t get within fifty feet of him.”

			Knowing Ethan was right didn’t make Chase feel any better. But he conceded the point with a nod.

			By the time they were cleared to pass nearly ten minutes later, Chase was starting to wonder if the reports they’d gotten were wrong. What if Annie wasn’t okay? What if she was the one the chopper had come for?

			But then Ethan parked off to the side of the road, where he’d been directed, and Chase saw her. Sitting on the back of an ambulance, wrapped in a blanket, she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

			Later, he didn’t remember opening his door or running to her. All he remembered was the feel of her in his arms. She held on to him as tightly as he was holding her as they both cried with the knowledge that she was truly safe and that finally, after more than ten years, the ordeal was over.

		

	
		
			Chapter 46

			Lauren was subdued, her expression troubled the next morning when Annie and Chase visited her. “Travis? All this time, it’s been Travis? I can’t believe it. My God, I can’t believe it. This will devastate Charity.”

			Charlie laid the sleeping baby in her bassinette and moved to Lauren’s side. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry.”

			Lauren let him hold her. “I’m okay. I’ll deal with it later. I’m so glad you’re okay and this whole mess is over,” she told Annie. “I only wish it had turned out to be someone else.”

			Annie leaned into Chase. “I know. I hate that it happened now. I don’t want this to mar the joy of her arrival.” She gazed down at the baby, little Katy Grace Clark, who’d arrived yesterday afternoon in the midst of all the drama, though Lauren and Charlie hadn’t known it at the time. “She’s so precious, you guys. Congratulations.”

			After the dust had settled at Travis’s house, Annie had gone to the sheriff’s department in Madison to be debriefed. It had been a grueling, hours-long process that had worn her to a nubbin, and she’d not been up to visiting her niece and Lauren yesterday. She’d gone straight back to Chase’s condo and fallen into a sleep so hard it felt like a stupor, no doubt a leftover effect from the drug Travis had given her.

			As more and more information came to light, the scope and depravity of Travis’s crimes grew more horrifying. He was still clinging to life in a hospital in Cincinnati, and his doctors were cautiously optimistic he’d pull through, though they expected him to be paralyzed.

			Annie was glad she hadn’t taken his life. That was something she’d have had a hard time dealing with, though his actions certainly would have alleviated some of that guilt.

			Charlie held out his hand, and she took it. “That man won’t steal a bit of our joy. He’s not worth another thought from any of us. Agreed?”

			Annie nodded. “Agreed. That’s easier said than done, but I’ll try.”

			Lauren smiled. “So will I. We can help each other.”

			As much as Annie wanted to stay and visit, she could see that Lauren was tired. So was Charlie for that matter. “We’re going to head out for now, kids.”

			“When do you leave for Virginia?”

			“Late this evening. I fly out from Louisville.”

			When her mother and stepfather found out about the kidnapping, they’d been frantic with worry. As it was hard on Carly to travel, Annie had cleared leaving town with the state police detective handling the investigation, and she was going to go to them for a few days to calm their fears.

			“Text and let us know you made it, all right?” Charlie pulled her into a hug. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I didn’t just find you in order to lose you again, little sister.”

			Tears sprang to her eyes, and she grabbed him tight. “Love you, you know.”

			He laughed, though the sound was a bit soggy. “I love you too.”

			After they left and were heading back to Richard and Jackie’s, Annie couldn’t bring herself to say more than a few words. So much was going through her head, so many thoughts, so many emotions. When they pulled up in front of the garage, Chase turned off the engine but didn’t get out. Instead, he watched her.

			“What are you thinking?” he asked softly.

			She shook her head slowly as she stared at the yard beyond the garage. “Too much. I… so much has happened in such a short amount of time. I think I’m having trouble processing it all.”

			“Do you mean us?”

			With a sigh, she faced him. “No.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t sound too convincing.”

			She touched his cheek. “I love you. But I’m overwhelmed right now. I need some space. And no,” she rushed to say, “that isn’t girl-speak for me wanting to break up with you. I think this visit to Mom and Ralph is what I need. I won’t have to think or worry or be in charge of anything while I’m out there, and I need that right now.”

			“Will you call me?”

			“Oh, yes. Will you call me?”

			He picked up her hand and kissed it. “Oh, yes. So… how can I help you get ready to go?”

			“Come inside and help me pack?”

			“Sure.”

			As she met him in front of the car and took his hand, she gave him a shy smile. “Maybe you can hold me for a little while too. I’m going to miss you, you know. I wish you could go with me, but I need to do this alone.”

			She knew he didn’t understand why, but he’d not pushed her about it. He wasn’t happy, and they’d had a few words about her leaving. If the last few weeks hadn’t been so stressful, they probably would have fought about it. But neither of them wanted to start down that road, not on top of having almost lost each other permanently.

			He kissed her right then and there. “I’ll be counting the minutes until you return to me, Annie Tucker. Don’t you go breaking my heart.”

			She touched his lips. “If I did that, I’d be breaking my own heart too. Love me?”

			Chase smiled. “Always.”

			When they kissed again, she leaned into him and let herself relax. She had a lot of doubts right now that she wasn’t ready to talk to anyone about, but the amazing thing—at least to her—was that Chase’s love for her wasn’t one of the things she was questioning, and that felt wonderful.

		

	
		
			Chapter 47

			By the Sunday two weeks after Travis’ arrest, Chase had reconciled himself to the fact that Annie wasn’t coming back. Though they’d spoken frequently in the beginning, she’d stayed much longer than she’d planned, and the longer she stayed, the quieter she became.

			They’d barely talked for ten minutes last night, and the conversation had been stilted and uncomfortable. Most every conversation they’d had in the last week had been uncomfortable, bordering on an argument.

			Chase wasn’t brave enough to ask her outright if she planned to stay in Virginia or if her reluctance to return to Indiana was because she planned to break up with him once she returned. He wasn’t ready to face that kind of heartbreak. He didn’t know if he’d ever be able to.

			If something didn’t give, however, he was going to have to find a cat-sitter and fly out there. Her distance had put him in a foul mood all week, and he grew grumpier and, to his shame, more self-destructive with each passing day.

			When he got up Sunday morning, it was almost noon. He had put away more alcohol the night before than was healthy, and as he staggered into the shower, he swore he wouldn’t do it again.

			“I’m too old for this kind of shit,” he said as the needles of cold water hit him.

			He seriously considered skipping out on the Sunday dinner at his parents’ house, but that would just mean a chewing out from his mother. As much as he dreaded the meal, attendance was not optional. When he got out of the shower, he got dressed and went to the kitchen to feed Murphy.

			“Hey, buddy. Are you going to eat for me today?”

			Chase wasn’t the only one who missed Annie, as much as he was loath to admit it at this point. Murphy had been off his feed for several days, his appetite slow. Chase thought he was starting to perk up a little, but he wasn’t sure. If the moping continued, he was going to have to take the cat to the vet.

			“I messed up somehow, Murphy. I don’t know where, don’t know how…”

			That wasn’t true—he had a suspicion he knew exactly where he had failed, but he wasn’t ready to admit it, not even to Murphy. He had believed Annie’s claims of satisfaction after they’d made love, but now he wondered if she had been sparing his feelings.

			“What if I’m too needy? What if I’m just not any good? If I had more experience, I’d know.” He growled, raking his hands through his hair. He straightened away from the counter and set his shoulders. “I have to go. I wish I could take you with me, Murph, but I don’t think that’s a good idea. But I won’t stay long, I promise. I want to get this over with and come home.”
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			“He’s miserable,” Jackie Hudson told her husband a couple of hours later as they watched their extended family. The kids and their various counterparts were all out around the pool, where Jason was trying to get Chase to go swimming.

			Richard wrapped his arms around his wife and leaned back against the kitchen counter. “I know. And there’s not a danged thing we can do about it. Jason’s happy though. At least there’s that.”

			He’d formally presented Hannah to them as his fiancée at last week’s dinner, although word had leaked at the baby shower.

			“That’s true. But Chase has been hurt so much in the past. Richard, I don’t understand. I know Annie loves him. You can see it every time they’re in the same room.”

			He laid his forehead against hers. “You know what Beth and Ethan had to go through. I hope Chase and Annie don’t have that kind of a battle ahead of them, but I’m afraid they might.”

			They watched through the window as Chase settled back on one of the lounge chairs next to Jackie’s father, Sampson, who was sitting in the shade of a large umbrella.

			“Looks like he’s going to stay a little while longer anyhow. I’m surprised we were able to keep him here long enough to get him to eat,” Richard said.

			“If Gordon hadn’t called to say he was on his way over, we wouldn’t have. Maybe talking to Daddy will help him.” When the doorbell rang, she pulled out of his arms with a frown. “That was fast.”

			Richard headed toward the front door, and when he saw who was on the porch, he slowed in surprise. “Jackie, come here.”

			She hurried out of the kitchen. “Annie! Well, let her in.”

			He opened the door and held it open. Annie looked as nervous as a cat, and he was afraid to say too much for the fear that he might spook her.

			“This is a surprise,” he said, trying to keep his voice and face neutral.

			“Um, hey. Is Chase here?” Annie fidgeted, fussing with the small bouquet of roses she held, roses that Richard thought looked suspiciously similar to the ones that lined the flower beds in front of the house.

			“He is, but he’s hurting. Are you here to break up with him?” Jackie asked quietly.

			“No, I’m here because I want to fix things if he’ll let me. Please.”

			Richard smiled, relieved. “Okay, then. He’s out back with everyone else.”

			Jackie made a move toward the back of the house. “I’ll get him for you.”

			“No!” Annie stopped her. “I-I need to say what I’m here for in front of people. I need to show him I’m serious. Do you understand?”

			Richard frowned. “Annie, he’s miserable right now…”

			She pulled a package out of her pocket and showed it to them. “Maybe this will help. It was all I could think of.”

			“What in the world?” Richard opened the package, and his jaw dropped when he put two and two together, and then he laughed. “Okay. That’s… perfectly fitting, I suppose. Good luck.”

			She gave him a tense nod. “Thanks. I’m gonna need it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 48

			Annie was so scared she could hardly move. She was taking a big, big chance by confronting Chase like this. If it went wrong, she would be completely humiliated, but given how she’d been distancing herself from him, she figured she almost deserved that.

			She followed Jackie and Richard to the back of the house and waited while they went outside. She could have gone around the side of the house straight to the pool area when she pulled up, but she’d wanted to do things the right way. Plus, trying the front door had bought her a few minutes to calm her nerves.

			“Chase, you have a visitor,” Richard announced as he led the way.

			When Chase looked up, Annie stepped outside. “Hi.”

			He put his feet on the ground, but he didn’t say a word, just stared at her.

			“We should go in,” Jason said.

			Around the pool, everyone started to stand.

			Annie stopped them. “I’d rather you didn’t. I think you all need to stay, if you don’t mind. I have something to say to Chase, and I’d like you all to hear it.”

			“Okay. Then I guess we’ll stay.” Jason sat back down and waited.

			Closing her eyes, she pulled in a breath. From somewhere, she found the strength to move closer to Chase. When she was almost near enough to touch him, she dropped to one knee and held out the flowers. They shook with a fine tremor she couldn’t control.

			For the first time since she’d stepped out of the house, she felt that she had shocked him. A stillness came over him, and some of the anger and wariness left his eyes.

			“I hurt you this last week. I’m so sorry. That was never my intention, but I was scared. That doesn’t make it right, but that’s the truth of it. After we left the hospital from seeing Katy, everything hit me, and I… I ran. No excuses. I ran to my mother.”

			“I noticed.”

			She winced. “I handled things badly. I’m so sorry, sorrier than I can even tell you.” She extended the flowers again, and his eyes dropped to them as though he expected them to turn to snakes and bite him. “Take them, please.”

			He reluctantly accepted the bouquet. “They’re kind of puny.”

			Her cheeks heated. “Well, I didn’t think about the flowers until I pulled up. I kind of pilfered them from the front of the house. Sorry, Jackie,” she said, not taking her eyes off Chase.

			When Ethan choked off a laugh behind her, she saw Chase’s lips twitch—a tiny movement but a flicker of a smile no less.

			“In any event, it’s supposed to be the thought that counts, right? Speaking of that thought, none of my growing silence this past week has been about you or us. It’s been about me. I needed be certain that what I was doing, what I was feeling, that it was right. That I wasn’t hurting you by being in your life. I had to accept myself before I could accept us. Do you understand?”

			Carefully, Chase laid the flowers on the table beside him. “Don’t you think I should have been part of that decision?”

			“Yes. But I’m a big chicken, and I didn’t know how to bring it up. Anyhow, I came here today to tell you that. And I wanted to tell you something else.” Her throat closed up, and she had to take some deep breaths in order to clear it. “God, this is so hard.”

			“Just say it. Get it over with,” Chase said quietly.

			From the way his eyes had shuttered, Annie realized he thought she was breaking up with him. “I love you. Okay? You make me so happy, and I don’t want to spend another day without you.” She fumbled with the watch-sized jewelry box in her hands and finally managed to get the thing open. She turned it toward him, throwing all her cards on the table. “Will you marry me, Richard Chase Hudson II? Share your life with me? And your sweet, crazy cat?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 49

			Chase’s heart was thudding so hard he was sure the entire family could hear it. When Annie had walked out of the house, he’d figured she was there to tell him it was over.

			But when she’d pulled out the watch box and asked him to marry her, all rational thought left his brain. He didn’t know how much time had passed, but someone cleared their throat, and Annie lowered the hand that held the box.

			She knee-walked a little closer and held it out again. “Chase? Please say something?”

			He finally was able to move his gaze to the box, and when he did, the contents startled a laugh out of him. He tried to stop, but the laughter spilled out as he took the box from her.

			“Oh, God. What am I supposed to do with this?” he asked, a few chuckles and snickers escaping from the family as he lifted the sparkling cat collar out of the box. “Really?”

			Annie’s cheeks were bright red flags, and she shrugged. “I thought about a ring, but you’re not into fancy jewelry. I couldn’t just come in here and propose empty-handed. I passed a pet store on the way here, and I thought, well, with Murphy…”

			Chase slowly stood, keeping the collar in one hand. He extended the other to Annie. “Get up, please.” She took his hand and let him assist her to her feet. “Let me get this straight. Sound familiar?”

			Annie nodded, and her lips trembled. He knew she was remembering their conversation from the first night they’d made love.

			“You’re gone for close to two weeks, and you make me yank conversation out of you until I think you’re sick of me. Then you waltz back in here, in front of my family, and make your apologies for hurting me. And you give me some puny flowers you stole from my mother’s garden. Right?”

			Annie ducked her head but nodded. He could see her smile, and he had to work hard to conceal his own.

			“Chase, stop,” Beth said. “That’s cruel.”

			He ignored his sister and tipped Annie’s chin up so that she was looking at him. “Then you give me a pretty, but somewhat odd, gift.” He held it up. “And you ask me to marry you. Have I missed anything?”

			“Actually, Counselor, you have. You missed the whole ‘I love you’ part and the part about your zany cat,” she said, her smile trembling but radiant.

			“Oh, well, then,” he said softly. “In that case, I guess I had better say yes. Don’t you think?”

			“I’d advise you to. I think you would find it worth your while.”

			Chase couldn’t hold back any longer. He bent down and cupped her face. With his lips an inch away from hers, he whispered, “Then yes, I will be more than happy to marry you and share my cat with you, as well as any other cat babies we have. I love you.”

			He closed the distance between them and kissed her fully. That they were in front of everyone didn’t even enter his mind. When he finally pulled back a few minutes later, he was surprised to find that they were the only two people on the patio.

			“I guess they wanted to give us some privacy,” Annie said as she wrapped her arms around him and buried her face in his chest.

			He smiled. “I guess so. Here, help me with this.” He put the collar on his wrist and tried to fasten it.

			She laughed. “What are you doing? I meant it as a symbolic gift, not something you should actually wear.”

			“I know. I just want to try it on, see how it looks. I’ve never been engaged before, you know.” He got the collar fastened and picked her up in a tight hug, lifting her so that her face was level with his. “I love you beyond words, Annie Tucker. Do you know that?”

			She nodded, framing his face with her hands. “I do. And I love you right back, Chase Hudson. Forever and always.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 50

			Gordon arrived not long after the proposal. He accepted a plate of food from Jackie and sat in the dining room to eat as everyone joined him. Post-dinner cake, coffee, and iced tea made the rounds.

			When Gordon looked up from his food, he saw the collar on Chase’s wrist. “Interesting accessory you have there. Trying to start a new trend?”

			Chase held up his hand and waggled it, making the collar slide around. “This is my engagement collar, I’ll have you know. Be nice.”

			“Engagement? Really?” He looked from Chase to Annie for confirmation and smiled. “I thought you people were more giddy than usual. I’ll be damned.”

			“Probably,” Chase agreed with a grin. “So what have you been up to? Any word yet on your reinstatement?”

			He laid down his fork. “Yeah. It’s not happening.”

			“Oh, Gordon, no,” Beth said. “Surely Bledsoe doesn’t have that kind of clout.”

			“Apparently he does. I could go back to the Bureau, but they were going to reassign me to an outpost in Alaska or something similar. I said no thanks. I’d become somewhat disillusioned with my job before this whole mess. I’m not devastated to have walked.”

			Ethan shook his head. “I would think, given the revelations with Travis Tyler, that Bledsoe would feel somewhat remorseful.”

			“Not even close,” Gordon said. “It made him look bad. He was counting on using Chase’s figurative hanging for Kiely’s murder as a political card. When that was taken away, all his self-righteous prognosticating about catching her killer fell flat. He can’t do anything to Chase directly, so he took aim at the nearest thing. Me.”

			He took the pitcher of tea and refilled his glass. “On the good news front, it looks like they’re building a pretty strong case against Travis. With the DNA from all the cases across the Midwest, never mind the kidnapping, he’s going away for life at least—possibly even the death penalty. His sentencing is a formality at this point.”

			“Wyatt said he’s paralyzed from the waist down,” Jason said. “For a strong man like that, being incapacitated is going to be a prison of its own. No more than he deserves, in my opinion.”

			“I’m so thankful he didn’t die,” Annie said. “As much as he deserves to rot in hell, I’d hate to have been the one who sent him there.”

			Chase put his arm around her and pulled her close. “So where does this leave you, Gordon?”

			“I don’t know.” He stretched his arms over his head. “I’ve been working, in school, or in the service since I was eighteen. I only took the minimum time off when Mallory died. I think I’ll take a little while and relax, figure out what to do next.”

			“I didn’t know you were in the military,” Beth said. “When?”

			Gordon smiled. “Back when I was a kid. It was the Army or jail. I chose the Army.”

			“I never would have guessed it of you,” Ethan said, grinning. “All this time, I thought you were just a pretty-boy lawyer.”

			Picking up his glass, Gordon saluted him with an answering grin. “You are looking at the one-time champion of boosting cars in Clay County, Kentucky.”

			“See, I told you that you had more in common with him than you thought,” Beth told her husband, then looked at Gordon. “Though I didn’t know you were quite that incorrigible.”

			“Incorrigible? Auto theft is ‘incorrigible,’ she says.” Jason shook his head. “I’ll remind you of that someday, sis. So are you going to stick around these parts or what?” he asked Gordon.

			“I don’t know. I’d like to travel some, I think. Go where the spirit leads me for a while, not have to answer to anyone. Maybe work with my hands again. I don’t want to get too soft, which was a real danger with my job.”

			Chase laughed. “You’re talking construction, right? Not boosting cars?”

			When they had met in college, Gordon was making ends meet by working construction on the weekends.

			“Yes, construction. I’ve always had this secret desire to build a house. Who knows? Maybe I’ll get a little wanderlust out of my system then come back here and start my own construction company.”

			For a while longer, they sat around the table chatting. Eventually though, Gordon had to head back to Louisville. Chase walked him out.

			“Are you going to keep your house?” Chase asked as they reached Gordon’s car.

			“Probably not, but I’m not in a rush to do anything. It became nothing more than a resting place after Mallory died. It was always more her house than mine. I think when I do come back, I’ll settle here in Leroy. Think that would be okay?”

			Chase smiled. “I think that would be great. Then I can watch you and Stacy dance around each other and tease you unmercifully the way you did me.”

			Gordon laughed. “You do that. Listen, what are you going to do with your condo once you get the house fixed up?”

			“Rent it out. Market’s too soft to sell it right now. Why?”

			“Tell you what—let me rent it. I’ll be about six weeks getting things in order. You should have the house ready by then, right? I think it’d be a good solution for both of us.”

			Chase nodded. “Probably. Let’s get closer to the date, and we’ll talk.” He held out a hand to Gordon. “I don’t know if I ever said it properly or not, but I owe you one. You saved my bacon at great risk and cost to yourself. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

			Gordon clasped his hand warmly. “You want to repay me? Be happy. Since I’ve known you, you’ve had this cloud over your head. It’s gone now. Take advantage of that.”

			“I fully plan on doing that,” Chase assured him. “Things could have been so different. I won’t let this chance slip away from me.”

			As Gordon departed, Chase turned back to the house. Jason, Beth, and Annie were coming outside, Ethan, Hannah, and Paulo close behind. As he watched Annie chat with Beth, he smiled, feeling all the pieces of his heart settle into place. The day that had started out so miserably had turned out to be beautiful after all, and he wasn’t going to waste another minute of it worrying about a past long dead and gone.
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			Keep reading for a sneak peek
 at Injustice, the next book in the Olman County series, available now.
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			Good men can keep terrible secrets. The secrets don’t even have to be their own in order to bring them down…

			 

			Wyatt Dixon has worn a badge for close to thirty years. He takes his vow to protect and serve the citizens of Olman County seriously. But everything he’s worked for is put in jeopardy by a blackmail letter.

			The sheriff isn’t the only one who receives a demand.

			All over town, prominent citizens are panicking, trying to figure out who has access to their dirtiest, darkest secrets… and how to shut them up, legally or otherwise.

			The timing couldn’t be worse. Wyatt’s only just come to terms with his attraction to IT director Maria Pace. Despite the fact that he’s old enough to be her father, he wants to be with her on an intimate level that has nothing to do with work and everything to do with serious romance.

			If the blackmailer gets their way, they won’t even make it past their first date.

			With the stakes climbing, his personal life under a microscope, and his county turned upside down, Wyatt faces the toughest decision of his career. Does he stay and fight for all that he’s worked for? Or does he walk away from everything, including the woman he loves?

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The idea of extortion hadn’t come to him overnight. It wasn’t something he’d had an epiphany about either. No, instead it had been created by a slow burn, his anger and bitterness building through the years until the emotions solidified.

			So many slights he’d suffered through the decades had snowballed into a tightly controlled column of fury with no outlet. He had no one he could turn to and vent his frustrations, no one to provide much-needed sympathy. When the notion of using his skills against the people who’d caused him so much distress glimmered to life, he hadn’t been sure of how exactly to best put those skills to use to gain what he wanted.

			Then one morning he read a story in the paper, and he knew what he wanted to do. What the monkeys that rode his back and tormented him needed done.

			As he pulled his car up to the drive-thru mailbox and rolled down the window, he smirked, thinking about the impact the letters he was mailing today would have on their recipients. No one would be expecting the missives, which made what he was doing that much more pleasurable.

			“You’d think that with all the mayhem our humble little burg has endured over the last couple of years, people would be less trusting, more cautious,” he muttered as he pulled back onto the street.

			That didn’t seem to be the case. The citizens of Olman County were oblivious to the unseen dangers surrounding them—people with ill intent who were listening, watching, learning myriad details about their lives by the sheer act of being present. The lack of concern suited his purposes just fine though, as the specialized brand of fury he was unleashing on the upper echelons, the movers and shakers, would make what had come before look like child’s play.

			As he drove away from the isolated mailbox, he passed under the interstate spur that came off the bridge connecting Indiana to Kentucky, entering the heart of the small town in his crosshairs, and he laughed. “Welcome to Leroy.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Maria Pace was getting ready to go out for the evening even though all she wanted to do was stay home. It had been a long week at work, complete with network failures, three major computer crashes, and intra-departmental personnel conflicts. Though she loved her job as head of IT for the Olman County Sheriff’s Department, weeks like this one made her want to run far and fast.

			She spread a light dusting of blusher across her cheeks, meeting her reflection’s gaze in the bathroom mirror with a sigh. “How did you let yourself get roped into this again? Haven’t you learned your lesson by now?”

			The question was rhetorical, its answer simple—her sister had finagled her into it.

			“You have to do this for me,” Savannah had begged earlier in the week. “I promised Greg you’d go out with Damon on Friday. He’s counting on me to pull this off.”

			Maria had tried to protest. “Vannie, you know I’ve decided not to do blind dates, not after that big disaster with the persistent plague.”

			Last year, her sister Georgia’s good intentions had led to a blind date that resulted in Maria being ardently pursued for several weeks. She was profoundly grateful when her would-be suitor’s affections were diverted to someone else— someone who actually welcomed his attentions. But the weeks until he had shifted his obsession had been filled with stress and self-doubt.

			“I know,” Savannah said with an apologetic shrug. “I understand, believe me—but it isn’t like Damon’s a total stranger. Look, I think Greg is this close to popping the question. I don’t want to disappoint him now. Not when all I’ve waited for my whole life is so close.”

			The Damon in question was Greg’s older brother, recently divorced and starting to re-enter the dating pool.

			Unable to ignore her baby sister’s pleading, Maria had reluctantly agreed to the date. Though it irked her that she was going to be spending her Friday evening with a man she had no desire to spend time with, on the outside chance that Savannah was right and Greg was getting ready to propose, Maria had to give it a shot. Now the dread had set in, and she was wishing for a way to back out and still save face.

			She slipped simple gold hoops into her earlobes and stuck her tongue out at her reflection. “That’s what makes you a sucker, girl.”

			Moving back from the mirror, she examined the picture she presented. The loose black sweater, black slacks, and low-heeled black boots created the understated look she had been aiming for. A simple pendant adorned the sweater, and as she pulled her dark hair back into a clip, she decided not to pin it as tightly as she usually did. The result was less severe than what she wore for work, but the style wasn’t casual enough to invite familiarity.

			For a moment, she wondered if choosing all black was going too far, but she quickly pushed that concern aside. In addition to making her look less inviting, the black helped disguise her figure, which was uncomfortably voluptuous for Maria’s tastes.

			As the sound of the doorbell echoed through the condo, she smoothed the sweater over her hips. Straightening her spine, she gave her reflection an approving nod. “Showtime. Let’s get this over with.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Wyatt Dixon was not having a great evening. In fact, his evening was so not great, “disaster” would have been an improvement.

			“What looks good?” he asked the polished woman seated across from him. Though they had been given a coveted table near the cozy fireplace in the dining room of the Lighthouse Bar and Grille, the air at the table was distinctly chilly.

			“Hmmm,” came the noncommittal response.

			This was Wyatt’s third date with Amanda Wingler, and it didn’t take his thirty-year history in law enforcement to figure out this date would probably be their last. With an inward sigh, he tried again. He wasn’t sure why; perhaps it was because he had never been a quitter.

			“I want to apologize again for being so late. If I had been able to get here sooner, I would have.”

			His date laid down her menu with a sigh. “It really wasn’t so much that you were late, but that you didn’t see fit to call me personally. I would have preferred to hear from you instead of some anonymous dispatcher.”

			Fingers tightening on the leather-bound menu, he counted to ten. He was grateful for the poker face that had become part and parcel of who he was, otherwise he felt certain his date would have fled the table or slung water on him in outrage. “Unfortunately, a message from the dispatcher was the best I could do.”

			He refused to explain any further and was debating whether or not to just end the agony of the date then and there, when the hostess guided a couple to a nearby table. When he saw who the woman was, he silently groaned. Maria Pace. The evening only needed this. Catching her gaze, he nodded politely. She smiled and gave a small wave in return.

			“Friend of yours?” The acerbic tone of Amanda’s voice caught him off guard.

			“One of my staff from the department. Why?”

			Snorting, his companion took a large gulp of her red wine. “Really? Just one of your staff? The way you were looking at her, I figured she was more than that.”

			Scowling deeply, his patience for histrionics gone, Wyatt remembered vividly why he had been so reluctant to re-enter the shark pond that made up the dating scene. As he opened his mouth to suggest they cut their losses, the phone on his belt buzzed insistently. With a muttered curse that made Amanda’s eyes grow wide with shock, he looked at the screen and answered the call.

			“Dixon here.”

			“Sheriff, I’m sorry to bother you, but we have a situation,” dispatcher Carrie Greer said. “There’s been an abduction of a six-year-old girl by her noncustodial father who was just released from prison.”

			Wyatt laid his napkin on the table, preparing to stand. “Who’s on it?”

			“Detectives Moore and Kirchner, along with all the patrols we could pull, sir. The state boys are sending some units too.”

			“Send the info and address to my SUV. I’ll head in that direction in five minutes.”

			“Will do, sir. Oh, one more thing—Detective Moore has requested Maria Pace be brought to the scene of the abduction. Apparently there’s some footage on surveillance tapes he needs her to access. Should I send a car by her apartment?”

			Wyatt looked across the room at Maria. “No, I know where she is. I’ll bring her with me.” Signing off, he turned back to his date. “Amanda…”

			She held up a hand to stop him. “I heard. You have to go. I’ll take a cab home. We should probably call it quits while we’re still remotely friendly with each other, don’t you think?”

			“I do.” He stood and flagged down their server, relieved that she understood and a little ashamed by that relief. “Jean, I’m afraid I have to leave. Whatever the lady wants, put it on my tab?”

			The girl smiled. “Of course, Sheriff.”

			He spread his hands ruefully. “There’s no reason you can’t have a nice meal before you leave, Amanda. Take care.”

			After a two-finger salute to the unhappy woman, he headed across the room to interrupt another date. He unsuccessfully tried to tell himself he didn’t feel a deep sense of satisfaction about that.

			Conversely, his reason for breaking up Maria’s date was troubling, and as he considered how messy the situation at the scene was liable to be, he sent a prayer heavenward. He was afraid they were going to need all the help they could get.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Since they’d been shown to their table and Maria had noticed Wyatt with his date near the fireplace, she had been struggling to keep her gaze away from that side of the room. She wasn’t having much luck. As she was seated facing that particular area, she hoped Damon believed she was simply gazing toward the cheery fire.

			So far, she had managed to keep up with his conversation, but it was getting a little hard to feign interest. He was so self-absorbed, she figured he wouldn’t notice anyhow.

			As she’d been spying on the sheriff, she went on alert when he answered his phone and glanced in her direction, his posture changing. Having worked in the department for the past six years, she knew what that altered posture and demeanor meant—there was trouble somewhere.

			When he started toward her table, she was honest enough to admit to herself that only part of her increased heart rate was attributable to knowing something was wrong. Tall, more fit than most men half his age, his dark hair graying around the edges just a tad, Wyatt Dixon cut a figure that turned female heads, and not just because he was the sheriff.

			Almost from the time she’d started her job, Maria had found herself in the unenviable position of having a crush on her boss. Not the kind of infatuation one acted on, but the kind of affection that was seated in admiration and respect with a healthy dose of attraction thrown in. It was the kind of crush to which she would never confess, but it was also strong enough that she couldn’t easily ignore it.

			Putting aside the fact that Wyatt Dixon was her boss, at least sort of, Maria wasn’t his type. From the handful of women she’d seen him date since she’d started working for him, as well as knowing what kind of woman his late wife had been, she knew he preferred professional, sleek blondes. Petite, sleek blondes.

			While she adhered to a high standard of professionalism, Maria was about as far from petite and blonde as she could be. She had no illusions about her potential attractiveness as a mate for Wyatt Dixon, which was a good thing because if she had any notion that he might be interested, she would probably end up embarrassing herself.

			“Hey, what’s going on?” she asked as he reached their table. “This is Damon, by the way.”

			After the two men shook hands, Wyatt apologized. “I hate to interrupt your evening, but I’m afraid I need you. We have a situation, and Ethan’s asking for your assistance.”

			Damon frowned. “Can’t it wait? I thought you just worked on computers or something. Someone else can handle it, surely.”

			His tone was dismissive and made Maria pause in the act of gathering her purse and wrap so that she could send an incredulous glare in his direction.

			Wyatt scowled. “Maria’s our IT director, not some desk jockey.”

			To her everlasting embarrassment and reluctant amusement, Damon stood up, an angry flush on his cheeks. “I’m shelling out for a frigging steak dinner here. She can take care of whatever it is tomorrow.”

			His voice wasn’t quiet, and a shocked silence spread throughout the dining room as the other patrons paused their dinners and waited to see what would happen.

			“Actually, I ordered chicken,” she said dryly, but neither man paid her any attention.

			Without blinking, Wyatt stepped closer to the younger man. He got out his wallet and pulled out several bills. Not bothering to count the money, he carefully tucked it into Damon’s coat pocket. The entire time, he kept his gaze locked on the other man’s. When he patted the pocket and Damon’s chest with none-too-gentle controlled deliberation, Damon’s face flushed even deeper, all his piss and vinegar gone, and he swallowed.

			“Anything else you’d like to say, son?” Wyatt asked with a slow, dangerous drawl.

			Damon swallowed convulsively and shook his head. “No, sir.”

			“I didn’t think so. Now, if you’ll excuse us?” Turning his back on the cowed man, Wyatt gestured for Maria to precede him through the restaurant.

			As they left the dining room, she heard the chatter and hum slowly return to normal. She knew the town would be abuzz by tomorrow with news of the confrontation, but she didn’t care.

			They didn’t speak as they hurried to Wyatt’s department-issued SUV. The night was cold and clear, a typical early November evening in Southern Indiana. As he shut the door behind her, she tightened her wrap around her shoulders and shivered, glad to be out of the wind.

			As he started the engine, he turned toward her with a grimace. “I’m sorry about that. I wasn’t expecting your young man to be so… vocal.”

			She couldn’t help it—she snickered. “He’s not my young man, first of all. Second, that’s the most interesting date I’ve been on in months. No apologies are necessary.” Her words startled a laugh out of him. Growing serious, she twisted in her seat. “What’s going on?”

			Wyatt was sober as he cleared the lightly frosted windshield. “We’ve had a child abduction by the noncustodial parent. Carrie was sending the information to my laptop, and that’s all I really know.” He hit the button that woke the machine, logged on, and quickly read through the notes. “Damn.”

			“Bad?”

			“You could say that. Take a look.” His face was grim as he pulled out of the parking lot, turning on the light bar but not the siren.

			As they sped through town, she turned the computer toward her, and when she saw the names and address of the victims, she felt her stomach drop. “Oh, dear God.” She couldn’t prevent her hand from going to her mouth, and a cold wave of fear raced down her spine. “Not Lori and Leah, please.”

			He glanced at her sharply. “You know Lori Sterling?”

			She nodded. “I’ve been tutoring her in the literacy program at the library.”

			Enabling the hands-free feature on his phone, he called dispatch. “I want to keep this call off the radio, Carrie. Patch me through to Ethan or Stacy.” While he waited for the call to go through, he looked at Maria, taking his eyes off the road briefly. “What can you tell me about their situation?”

			Shaken but dealing with the shock, she rubbed her temple. “You know that her ex-husband, Chris, damn near killed her three years ago. That’s when she hit bottom and finally fought back. He ended up in prison, I thought for life, and Lori’s been rebuilding her life ever since. How could he have gotten out? Shouldn’t she have been notified if he was released early?”

			“Yeah, she should have, and we should have been as well, but the system doesn’t always work. Have they had any contact since he went in?”

			“Not that I know of. She’s worked hard to create a new life for herself and Leah. Looking back wasn’t something she seemed to need or want to do.”

			Carrie’s voice broke into the darkness. “Sheriff, I have Ethan for you.”

			“Thanks. Ethan, what’s your status?”

			“I’m at Lori’s house with her and her mother. We’re waiting on Maria to pull these tapes, see if they can give us anything.”

			“Maria’s with me. We’re a few minutes out, maybe six. What the hell happened?”

			On the other end of the call, Ethan expelled a breath. “From what the babysitter said, Sterling broke in about four o’clock with a gun. He locked the sitter in a closet and took Leah.”

			“Four o’clock? Why the hell am I just being called about this now?”

			“Because it didn’t get called in until about thirty minutes ago,” the detective explained. “Lori worked until after six this evening. She didn’t get home and find out about it until almost seven.”

			“What about the sitter? Is she okay?”

			“Traumatized emotionally, but unhurt. Her boyfriend came and picked her up a couple of minutes ago. I had a unit escort them over to the hospital so she could get checked over. She’s pregnant.”

			Wyatt swore. “Where’s Stacy?”

			“She’s out at the Patch. We got a tip Sterling was there.”

			A sprawling sixties-era neighborhood that had been built with seemingly little rhyme or reason, “the Patch” was short for “Rabbit Patch.” The name had come about due to the area’s twists and turns, with houses hidden in ravines and around curves. It had become notorious as a place where ex-cons and parolees went to ground. Despite its small size, consisting of only around a hundred houses, because of the geography, the Patch tended to give law enforcement fits. Any time a situation like this happened and they had to go inside, tension went through the roof.

			Wyatt rolled his head. “Are we putting up roadblocks?”

			“Yeah, but the tip was strong, so we’re focusing efforts on the Patch.”

			“Okay. We’ll be at Lori’s house in about two minutes.” He disconnected. “This won’t be pretty. I know you don’t generally deal with the public.” He turned off the main road onto the long driveway that led to Lori’s small farmhouse.

			“I’ll be fine. Remember, I know Lori. I won’t mess things up.”

			He shot her a perturbed glance. “I didn’t think you would. I just don’t want you to get upset if things turn out badly.”

			When they reached the house, Wyatt parked next to Ethan’s unmarked car. Deputy Jason Hudson was standing guard on the front porch, nearly hidden in the darkness, and he stepped forward as they approached the house.

			“Sheriff, Maria. Ethan’s inside with Lori and her mother.”

			Maria nodded and patted him on the arm. “I’ll head on in then.”

			As Jason held the door open for her, she took a deep breath and said a silent prayer for guidance, wisdom, and strength. She would need all three to get through what was to come.

			[image: ]

			As Wyatt stood on the porch with Jason and watched Maria disappear into the house, he thought about what she’d said, about how she knew Lori Sterling. Finding out Maria was involved in a volunteer program had surprised him, but he couldn’t say why exactly. Maybe because she was so young. Before he could follow her inside, his phone rang, his second detective’s name coming up.

			“Stacy. Talk to me. What’s going on?”

			“I’m at the Patch. We’ve got Sterling cornered at his brother’s trailer, and ISP SWAT is on the way,” she said, referring to the Indiana State Police.

			Wyatt’s gaze flew to Jason’s. “The little girl?”

			Stacy’s voice cracked a little. “She’s inside with him.”

			His heart sank. “Okay. I’m just now getting to Lori’s. I’ll head that way in a couple of minutes after I talk to her. Where exactly are you setting up?”

			She didn’t answer, and the reason why was quickly apparent. The sound of an engine revving mixed with shouts as shots rang out, echoing over the phone. The staccato pop of gunfire lasted only a few seconds, but it seemed to go on forever, only stopping after a loud crash, followed by a droning car horn. Within a heartbeat, the radio on Jason’s uniform erupted into chaos.

			Stone-cold with fear, Wyatt dashed to his vehicle. “Update Ethan. I’m heading over there. Stay here, no matter what!”

			Pointing the SUV down the driveway, Wyatt flipped on his light bar and siren, pushing the pedal to the floor as soon as he reached the paved highway. Heart pounding, he kept trying to get through the radio chaos. Gunshots fired during a hostage situation were never a good sign, especially in a place like the Patch and in the dead of night. They’d be lucky to come out of this unscathed, and he hoped with everything in him that if anyone was hurt, it was Chris Sterling and not one of the men or women under his protection.

			[image: ]
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