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			Prologue

			She wasn’t sure what had awakened her, whether it was the headache or the nausea, but whichever, she felt as though she was being torn apart from the inside out.

			So sick. I have to move. Have to get up. Every beat of her pulse sent a sharp, lancing pain through her skull. With a tortured groan, she tried to open her eyes, but she couldn’t muster the strength. Another wave of nausea curled up out of her stomach, and with a whimper, she tried to swallow it back down. Something’s wrong.

			The thought was sudden and insistent, pulsing through her head with the pain. Her mind was slow—clouded and foggy—and she tried to shake off the haze. She had suffered from migraines before, but something about this headache didn’t feel right.

			For starters, it wasn’t only her head that hurt—her face felt swollen and sore, and her entire body ached. She felt as though she’d gone through ten rounds of self-defense training with a defensive linebacker. Thinking that some deep breaths might clear her head, she gulped in a lungful of air.

			Instantly, the stench of spilled alcohol, stale sweat, and the unique odor of burnt marijuana assailed her. Most disturbing, however, was a sickly sweet smell that made her stomach churn even more. She was familiar with the coppery odor—its presence meant blood, and not a little of it, if her nostrils were steering her right.

			Her heart now pounding furiously with panic, an extra burst of adrenaline broke across her shoulders and ran down her back, leaving her skin clammy. She managed to open her eyes, but the sight that met them didn’t reassure her in the least. The stained, sagging ceiling above her, illuminated by a light somewhere to her right, was not familiar.

			Head swimming, she raised her head enough to look down her body. She was in the bedroom of what looked like a trailer from the 1970s. Draped across a bed, her legs hanging halfway off, she was clothed only in her underwear. A terror like nothing she had known in recent years had her gasping and struggling, and she managed to lift herself up on her right elbow. At the same time that she realized she held a pistol in her right hand, a swarm of uniformed men burst through the open door, guns drawn.

			“Drop it!” the man in the lead screamed. “Drop the weapon now!”

			She automatically complied. Before she could identify herself, she’d been flipped onto her stomach. Cold handcuffs were locked in place around her wrists, and she cried out when her right arm gave a twinge of protest.

			“Ease up, Bruce. Looks like she’s injured,” a man said from somewhere behind her.

			The pressure on her arm lessened, and if she could have spoken, she would have thanked them.

			“Take her into the living room,” the man said.

			The police officer who had put her in the handcuffs hauled her up, but she couldn’t stand. Her knees buckled, and the man holding her cursed. “Shit, Chief, she’s too wasted to even stand.”

			“Get Ramirez in here to help,” the man—apparently the chief—bellowed.

			The volume of his order sent another spike of pain through her aching head, and the torment was too much for her body to handle. Before she could warn anyone, she vomited onto the bed, her stomach violently spasming over and over. For long seconds after the vomiting was finished, she thought she was going to pass out.

			A woman’s dry voice spoke from beside her. “Well, at least she won’t have to have her stomach pumped. Looks like she was trying to kill herself from the number of pills in this mess.” A gloved hand pushed the hair off her forehead. “What’s your name?”

			She couldn’t respond. Her chest was tightening up, and breathing was becoming something of a challenge. She heard the woman curse, then the world went black.

			Sometime later, she opened her eyes again. This time, the ceiling that greeted her was that of an ambulance. She was aware of movement around her, both of the vehicle and of the people in it. Someone was talking, but the sound was muffled. Finally, she heard a woman ask her what her name was. She thought it was the woman from earlier, but she couldn’t be certain. She turned her head toward the blurry form and somehow found the strength to speak.

			“Stacy Kirchner. Detective Stacy Kirchner. Olman County, Indiana. Call Sheriff Dixon. Call Wyatt. Please.”

			And then everything faded away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Galen Gordon was in the middle of an extremely disturbing dream about zombies, an old motorcycle, and—of all things—cheddar cheese when the phone rang. It took him a few seconds to realize the phone was on his nightstand and not part of the dream. As he reached out, his hand encountered a warm, furry body.

			“Sorry, Chloe. What?” he barked when he managed to answer the phone.

			“Gordon? It’s Maria Dixon. I’m sorry to wake you.”

			Still half asleep, he glanced at the clock. 3:57 a.m. “Do you know what time—oh, crap. What’s wrong?” He sat up and turned on the lamp.

			“Wyatt asked me to call. Stacy’s in trouble down in Kentucky.”

			Almost before Gordon knew it, his feet were on the floor and he was standing beside the bed, staring at the cat. “What do you mean she’s in trouble? What kind of trouble?”

			“Apparently, she’s been arrested for murder.”

			Stunned, he goggled at the phone. After a second, he laughed, but his temper flared. “Okay, this is a practical joke, right? Not funny. Do you know what time it is?”

			She growled, her frustration coming plainly through the line. “This isn’t a joke, you idiot. Why would I prank call you?”

			“Son of a—okay. I’m sorry. I’m still half asleep. Murder? Stacy?” Of all the people he knew who might possibly be arrested for murder, Stacy Kirchner was very near the bottom of the list.

			“I know. We’re… anyhow, Wyatt wants to know if you’re still licensed to practice in Kentucky and if you’ll go to her with him. She’s going to need a lawyer.”

			“Of course I’ll go. And yes, I’m still licensed in Kentucky. Where is she exactly?” He gathered clean clothes, adrenaline helping clear the sleep from his brain.

			“Somewhere down around Louisville, I think. Let me ask Wyatt. He’s getting cleaned up right now.”

			A few moments later, the sheriff was on the line. “Gordon?”

			“I’m here. What the hell is going on?”

			“I’ll explain it all when I pick you up. She’s in Hardin County, down past Louisville. If it’s okay, I’ll swing by in about thirty minutes.”

			“I’ll be ready.”

			As Gordon tossed the phone onto the bed, Chloe—who hadn’t moved from her spot—blinked up at him with wide, green eyes.

			Stunned, he stared back at her, trying to decide what to do first. “What the hell is going on?”

			As he hurried into the bathroom and started the shower, he had the feeling that whatever it was, it would be messy.

			[image: ]

			When Wyatt pulled up in his county-issued SUV twenty-five minutes later, Gordon was pacing outside the condominium. It was still dark, though the eastern sky was beginning to lighten. Before Wyatt could pull into the driveway, Gordon was at the curb, hastily packed bag in hand.

			“Hey, sorry about this,” Wyatt said as Gordon tossed the bag and his suit jacket into the backseat.

			“Don’t worry about it. What do we know?” he asked as he climbed in the front and fastened his seat belt.

			Wyatt pulled away from the curb and gestured at a second travel mug nestled in the vehicle’s console. “Maria sent you coffee. There’s a thermos in the back and some muffins.” He expelled a tight breath while he eased the SUV onto the main road. “We don’t know much. The chief of police down that way, a man by the name of Jim Crace, called dispatch a little while ago, and they contacted me at home. Apparently, they found Stacy drugged out of her mind a couple of hours ago, gun in hand, in the same room as the body of her mother’s boyfriend.”

			“The hell you say.” Gordon stared at him, incredulous.

			Wyatt scoffed. “That was my reaction too.”

			“Stacy doesn’t do drugs,” Gordon said slowly. “Are you sure he has the right person? Did you talk to her?”

			He shook his head as he took the ramp onto the interstate spur. “No, she was still in the ER when he called. He said she was having a reaction to something she’d taken and they were trying to stop that.”

			In a matter of minutes, they’d crossed the Ohio River and entered Kentucky. Once past the bridge, he pushed the speedometer up to eighty-five.

			“She’s allergic to opiates.”

			“She is?” Wyatt asked.

			“Yeah. It came up when I was helping her with the remodel.”

			A couple of months back, Gordon had helped her finish a kitchen renovation. She’d been in the middle of the project when she was involved in a car accident that had broken her right arm in two places, requiring surgery and pins to repair. On a tight deadline to finish the remodel and out of options, she had reluctantly accepted his help.

			“So what are you thinking?” Wyatt asked.

			Gordon tapped the travel mug against his leg. “I don’t know what I’m thinking. You’re sure it’s our Stacy?”

			Wyatt’s face was grim in the light from the dashboard. “I’m afraid so. The chief gave me a physical description. It matches. Plus, she called in yesterday morning, told me she had to take some personal time. She didn’t want to talk about it, and I didn’t push her. I should have. I wish I had now.”

			“Would she have told you what was going on if you had pushed?”

			He sighed. “Probably not.”

			Gordon agreed with the assessment. He thought about what he had learned about Stacy in the year and a half that he’d known her. He’d watched her surreptitiously for months now and had come to a few conclusions. She was extremely good at her job as detective. Conversely, in social settings, she was shy with friends, almost backward around strangers. She couldn’t boil water without burning it, she adored kittens, and she absolutely terrified Gordon because he could have fallen in love with her with very little effort.

			“What do you know about her background?” he asked Wyatt.

			The sheriff suppressed a yawn. “Sorry. She’s been with the department nearly eight years now, transferred up here from Richmond, Kentucky, where she was riding a desk. She went to school there at Eastern Kentucky University. She grew up down around Elizabethtown, Kentucky—maybe in Radcliff even. And she’s estranged from her family, which makes me even more uneasy given where they said she was found.”

			Gordon frowned. “Any idea about the details of the estrangement?”

			“None I feel comfortable sharing without her permission. Unless this is some really big snafu, the details will come out, but I can’t tell you more until I see that it’s necessary. No offense.”

			“None taken. I don’t have a good feeling about this,” Gordon confessed.

			“Neither do I. Something else—I chose to call you for a couple of reasons. First, your background. While you’ve not actively been practicing, I know you’re more in touch with both law enforcement and the legal community in that part of Kentucky than anyone else I know right off the top of my head.”

			Until late last summer, Gordon had been with the FBI, based out of the Louisville office. “I have quite a few contacts, yes. What’s the other reason?”

			“Your relationship with Stacy.” Wyatt sent him a sharp glance. “It is a relationship, isn’t it? Don’t tell me I’m wrong about that. I won’t believe you if you try.”

			Shifting uncomfortably, Gordon sighed. “I don’t know how to answer you. I have feelings for her, yes. I haven’t been ready to do anything about those feelings before, but I’m wishing I had now. As to how she feels about me… I don’t know. Again, that’s an area I’ve not been ready to explore.”

			“If what I was told this morning is true, you might have run out of time. I’m sorry.” Wyatt took a long pull from his travel mug. “I think a lot of Stacy. She’s one of my ‘kids’ at the department. You know that. For what it’s worth, I’d like to see the two of you stop dancing around each other. I think you’d be a good fit, and life’s too short. You know that better than most.”

			“I do know that.” Gordon’s ears were hot, as he knew Wyatt’s words were meant as a chastisement as well as encouragement. “You know asking Stacy out isn’t as simple as it would be with most women. She’s reticent about getting involved on a personal level.”

			“She’s afraid she’ll put people out, be an interloper. She’s worlds better about that now than when I first met her, but she’s still gun-shy.” Wyatt shook his head. “A good deal of the way she is, how she protects herself, stems from her mother. That’s all I’m going to say about that—if she wants you to know the rest, she’ll tell you eventually.”

			“I hope so,” Gordon said, staring out the window at the shadows of the landscape in the still-dark morning. “While I was waiting on you, I looked it up to make sure I wouldn’t be breaking any bar rules by appearing as her attorney. So long as the relationship is preexisting, I can represent her. As far as the bar goes, we’re involved. For the short term, that’ll be fine. If this drags out though, she’s going to need someone else, a shark who actively practices criminal law. I hope like hell this is just a misunderstanding and none of this discussion will be relevant.”

			“So do I, but I’m not holding my breath that’s the case.”

			After that, silence fell, deepening the tension in the vehicle. They each were lost in thought. They arrived in Hardin County in just under ninety minutes, thanks to Wyatt’s speed, and he used GPS to guide them to the detention center. The chief had called when they were on the other side of Louisville to let them know Stacy had been released from the ER and would be awaiting their arrival at the jail.

			Parking in a slot reserved for law enforcement, Wyatt turned to Gordon. “You ready?”

			Gordon shook his head. “No. But I will be by the time we get inside.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			As they stepped into the detention center, Gordon followed Wyatt to the sign-in desk. It was only now turning six o’clock, and the jail was still fairly quiet.

			“I’m Sheriff Dixon from Olman County, Indiana,” Wyatt told the deputy seated behind bulletproof glass. “I believe you’re holding one of my people—Detective Stacy Kirchner.”

			The woman eyed them sourly. “Pass your ID through. I’ll need his too,” she said, gesturing to Gordon.

			He pulled out his wallet and removed his driver’s license, which he passed through the window alongside Wyatt’s credentials.

			She quirked an eyebrow as she recorded their information. Once she was finished, she passed the items back through and picked up the phone. “Sir, two visitors for Anastasia Kirchner.”

			Gordon sent Wyatt a startled look. “Anastasia?”

			Wyatt shrugged. “She hates the name.”

			“Gentlemen, someone will be down for you shortly. If you’d like to wait, our reception area is right there.” She pointed at a door across the hall. “Restrooms are on the other side.”

			They made use of the facilities, and when they came out, a stout, potbellied man wearing a jailer’s uniform was waiting for them.

			“Gentlemen, I’m Roger Tate, jailer here in Hardin County.” He shook their hands. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll take you to Miss Kirchner. We’re bringing her in from holding. She’s still a little groggy from whatever it was she took.”

			“How is Detective Kirchner other than the grogginess?” Gordon asked.

			The arch look Tate sent him as they got onto the elevator told Gordon the man understood his subtle reminder of Stacy’s title. “She’s quiet. Pretty bruised and battered from whatever went on out there. She insisted on a sexual assault exam once she came out of the reaction she was having from the drugs. It was negative,” he hurried to assure them as the elevator stopped on the second floor. “But given her history, I can understand why she wanted it done.”

			At the jailer’s words, Gordon sent Wyatt a sharp glance. “What do you mean ‘given her history’?”

			Tate frowned. “It might be better if you talk to Detective Hathaway about that.” He guided them into an observation room, where a thin, harried-looking man stood, leaning against a table. He straightened when they came in. “Gentlemen, this is Detective Jan Hathaway. Jan, Sheriff Wyatt Dixon and… I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

			“Galen Gordon. I’m Detective Kirchner’s attorney.”

			“Yeah, okay. Well, boys, I’ll leave you to it.” With a quick salute, Tate left, and Gordon and Wyatt turned to the detective.

			“I’d shake your hands, but I’m fighting a nasty cold.”

			“Of course, Detective. What can you tell us?” Wyatt asked.

			Hathaway ran a hand over his face. “We received a nine-one-one call around two a.m. They’d heard gunshots coming from next door, and when they went to investigate, they found Nolan Everly dead and your detective passed out on the bed, gun in hand. That’s when they called us.”

			“I believe Jim Crace mentioned that Pam Kirchner was involved in this?” Wyatt asked.

			“That’s what we suspect.”

			The lights came on in the interrogation room next door, and Hathaway fell silent as they watched a female deputy escort Stacy into the room. Once she was seated, the deputy secured her handcuffs to the table.

			Gordon was horrified, and he took an involuntary step closer to the two-way mirror that separated the rooms. Clad in an orange jumpsuit that swallowed her small frame, Stacy’s face was pale, and there were deep circles under her eyes. The right side of her face was red and abraded, and her dark hair was hanging damp and lank around her shoulders. As they watched, a shudder ran through her body. Gordon sucked in a sharp breath.

			Wyatt’s hand came to rest on his shoulder. “Easy, son.”

			Unable to speak, Gordon nodded.

			Detective Hathaway moved to stand beside Wyatt. “Not how you’re used to seeing her, I imagine.”

			“No, it isn’t.” Wyatt swore under his breath.

			Gordon spoke up. “The jailer mentioned that she’d asked for a sexual assault exam and that he wasn’t surprised given her history. Could you explain what the hell that means?”

			“How much do you know about her background? About her mother?” Hathaway asked.

			“Nothing. Stacy’s a very private person.” When he looked at Wyatt, the dismay on the sheriff’s face spoke volumes. “Oh, no. It’s bad, isn’t it?”

			“If her mother’s involved, yes. How deep in this is she?” Wyatt asked Detective Hathaway.

			“We aren’t sure yet, but knowing Pam Kirchner, probably up to her eyeballs. She’s not a stranger to law enforcement in this area. She usually manages to skirt on the edges of things. We’ve been after her for a long time, and we can’t catch her. We had no idea she was living out there.”

			“What sort of things is she into?” Wyatt asked.

			“Pill peddling, shoplifting, writing bad checks. We suspect she’s into more—prostitution, drug dealing—and not just dabbling either. She’s not what anyone could call a pillar of the community, not by a far stretch.”

			Gordon was stunned. “How does she get away with it?”

			The detective shrugged. “Hell if I know. The woman has the damnedest luck. Pam’s never been convicted of any of the charges she’s faced, not even what happened when your detective was seventeen.”

			Gordon felt something inside him still, and every instinct he had kicked into high gear. He exchanged a look with Wyatt. “What happened when Stacy was seventeen?”

			Hathaway coughed, a racking sound that made Gordon wince. When the spell was over, he leaned against the table. “It’s ugly. Like I said, we suspect Pam of a lot more than we can prove. That harkens back to what she did to Stacy. Pam was part of a rough crowd back then—and always, it seems. For whatever motivation, one night she decided to sell her daughter. So she did.”

			Gordon felt as if he’d been punched. The grimness on Wyatt’s face told Gordon he hadn’t somehow misunderstood. “What do you mean she ‘sold’ Stacy?”

			“Unfortunately, just what it sounds like. Pam drugged her and turned her over to two of her male friends. They messed Stacy up pretty bad. If the neighbors hadn’t heard her scream, they probably would have killed her.” Hathaway’s countenance was sympathetic. “The two men went up on rape and sodomy charges. One died in prison, and the other was killed in a car wreck right after he was released.”

			Gordon closed his eyes against the sharp pain that lanced through him. He cursed himself for not figuring it out sooner. “This explains so much. God damn them.”

			Wyatt nodded. “She told me when I hired her. I’m sorry, son.”

			“What about her mother? What happened with her?” Gordon asked, acknowledging Wyatt’s words with a nod.

			“She was charged with first degree sexual assault and human trafficking, but she got out on bail and ran before she went to trial. She’s been a fugitive ever since. She always seems to stay one step ahead of us.”

			The words scoured Gordon’s emotions, leaving him raw. He felt sick as he thought about how hellish life had to have been for Stacy as a young woman dealing with such a betrayal.

			Hathaway coughed harshly. “I’ve not interviewed Stacy yet. She was too out of it when we arrested her.”

			Wyatt sent him a sharp look. “The chief mentioned that on the phone. What was that about? Stacy doesn’t use drugs. She barely even drinks.”

			“I didn’t figure she did, but officially, that remains to be seen. No offense, Sheriff. I remember her from when she was a kid growing up here. I’m not surprised she ended up wearing a badge. This… well, this does surprise me. Anyways, she was full of pills. The ER doctor said if she hadn’t thrown up at the scene when she did, they might not have been able to save her. She’s allergic to something she took, and that allergy probably caused the vomiting.”

			It was too much, Gordon thought, as he watched Stacy. She had clasped her hands together, elbows on the table, and braced her head against her hands almost as though she were praying. “Can we see her now?”

			“Of course. Come with me.”

			As they followed Hathaway into the interrogation room, Gordon didn’t look at Wyatt. He was having a hard enough time maintaining his composure, and seeing Wyatt’s torment would have only added to his own. Later, he’d fall apart. Right now, he had to keep up a strong front even if trying killed him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			As Stacy sat in the hard plastic chair, a fine tremor ran through her body. She figured part of that was a reaction from the drugs. Her head felt three times heavier than usual, and though her headache had dulled, her mind was still foggy.

			She’d had some time to think since she’d left the hospital, and the memories that weren’t present scared her. Her anxiety wasn’t helped by the fact that she was still somewhat buzzed from whatever she’d taken.

			The detective from Radcliff had let her know Wyatt was on his way with her attorney. Since she didn’t have an attorney, she wasn’t sure who Wyatt would be bringing. At this point, she didn’t much care. She was too miserable.

			Once they arrived, all her secrets would be exposed. Just thinking about the past was enough to make her want to cry. Everything she’d worked for since leaving home would probably be ruined by this. Stiffening her resolve, she swallowed back the tears that threatened. She couldn’t afford the luxury of grief at the moment.

			When the door opened to admit the detective and Wyatt, she straightened in her chair. Her gladness at seeing the man who was her boss and also her friend quickly turned to dismay when she saw who was behind him. With a sharp breath, she looked down at the table in front of her, unable to meet Gordon’s searching gaze.

			“Detective, we’d like a few minutes alone with Stacy, if you don’t mind. And would it be possible to get some hot, sweet coffee in here?” Wyatt asked.

			“That’s fine,” Hathaway responded. To Stacy’s surprise, he unlocked her handcuffs. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			As Hathaway closed the door, Gordon took off his jacket and handed it to Stacy without speaking.

			“Thanks,” she told him as she slipped the warm, soft fleece around her shoulders and wrapped herself in it, too broken to pretend she didn’t need the comfort it provided.

			Wyatt placed his hands on the table and leaned in. “Stacy, look at me,” he commanded, his voice quiet but firm. He waited until she raised her eyes to his to continue. “Are you okay?”

			Slowly, she nodded. “Yes.” Too ashamed to hold his gaze, she looked back down at the table as a knock sounded.

			Detective Hathaway came in with three coffees. He set them on the table, then pulled several packets of sugar and creamer out of his suit pocket. “The arraignment is scheduled for ten o’clock this morning,” he told them, glancing at his watch. “I need to spend some time with her before that, take her statement. It’s nearly seven now. I can give you all about an hour. Does that work?”

			“I guess it will have to.” Gordon pulled a legal pad and pen out of his briefcase and set it aside as Wyatt pulled a chair around to sit beside Stacy.

			“Okay, then. Knock on the door if you need anything.” With that, Hathaway left.

			Gordon took the seat across from them. He poured four of the sugars into a coffee and handed it to her. “Drink up. We don’t have much time, and we need you as sober as possible.”

			She took the coffee with shaking hands. After a couple of sips, she shuddered. “I hate sweetened coffee.”

			“Yeah, well, you’re not drinking it for the taste. Bottoms up.”

			Scowling, she took another drink, then defiantly set the cup down. Though the coffee was nasty, it was warming her. Ignoring Gordon, she turned to Wyatt. “I’m sorry. I was so stupid. I never should have come down here.”

			He waved away the apology. “Tell us what happened.”

			She shook her head and spread her hands, studying them. “I don’t know what happened. The last thing I remember is getting out of the car yesterday afternoon at Pam’s trailer.”

			“What were you doing down here?” Gordon asked.

			Grimacing, she played with the edge of the cup, then took another drink. She’d hoped she wouldn’t have to go into that explanation, though she realized that hope was ridiculous. “She called, told me she had information about my father. Said she was dying and if I wanted to know where he was, this was my chance. It was stupid, like I said.”

			“I thought you were estranged,” Wyatt remarked.

			“We are. I’ve not seen her or heard from her in twelve years. I don’t know how she got my phone number… well, I have an idea.” She licked her chapped lips and sipped on the coffee. When the men exchanged a look, she groaned under her breath. “Look, it’s been a rough few weeks, okay? She caught me at a low point. Ordinarily, I’d have been smarter.”

			“Stop castigating yourself,” Wyatt said softly. “That’s when you called me, after you heard from her, then you drove down here?”

			“Yes. I had to rent a car since mine’s in the garage. I threw together an overnight bag and came down. I figured it would be a rough visit emotionally, so I thought I’d better get a room at a hotel.”

			“And you don’t remember anything after you arrived?” Gordon asked, frowning as he wrote on the tablet. “Nothing at all?”

			She pushed the hair back off her face. “I remember driving down. I stopped to get gas right outside Fort Knox, and I grabbed something to drink. Then I got back in the car and went to the trailer park. I remember pulling up beside her unit and thinking I was stupid for being there. Then I got out, and that’s it. The next thing I knew, I was waking up in the bedroom, there was a gun in my hand, and everything was wrong.”

			Her gaze was on Gordon’s hands as she spoke, and she saw his fingers tighten around his pen. She couldn’t look up at him, afraid of what she might read in his expression.

			“When you pulled up in the driveway, what did you see?” he asked. “Close your eyes and walk us through it. What time was it?”

			Familiar with the investigation tool, she complied. “Um, close to three o’clock—p.m., not a.m. I’m nervous. I know better than to be here, but she’s… I have to try. I’m surprised the trailer park is still standing. Most of the homes are either boarded up or the lots are empty and grown up with weeds. There used to be about fifteen trailers in there, but it looks like only three or four are occupied now.”

			Gordon’s voice was quiet and soft. “Do you see any vehicles around?”

			“No. Well, just an old Chevy car. It’s maybe ten years old. A Cavalier, I think. Dark blue or green, Kentucky tags.” She frowned. “It was strange, really. When I got out of my car, it was so quiet. There weren’t even any birds chirping, and I remember thinking how odd that was.”

			“Why was that odd?” Wyatt asked.

			“Because the park is set back off the road, in the woods somewhat. There should have been birds. Why weren’t there birds?” she asked, opening her eyes to look at the sheriff. “Don’t you think that’s odd?” Wyatt hesitated, and she continued. “I’m a little high, you know. I’m sorry.”

			Wyatt’s face softened. “I know. We hear you were pretty lucky. Any idea what they gave you?”

			Stacy tilted her head. “You don’t think I took the drugs voluntarily?”

			He snorted with disbelief. “No, I do not. Don’t tell me you think you did.”

			She blew out a worried breath. “I don’t know. I just—I can’t remember.”

			There was a perfunctory knock on the door, and Detective Hathaway looked in. “I know I said I’d give you an hour, but the court just called. They’ve moved the arraignment up to nine a.m.”

			Gordon cursed quietly. “So you need to get her statement now.”

			Hathaway coughed. “Yes. Sorry.”

			“Gordon, you can have my seat,” Wyatt said as he stood. “Detective Hathaway, did you find any of Stacy’s belongings or her car at the scene?”

			“No. We found nothing. What all did you have with you?” he asked.

			Stacy looked at Gordon. When he nodded, she answered. “My purse, ID, credentials. The weapon I carry for personal protection—a 9mm Ruger subcompact. An overnight bag with clothes and the like.”

			“Yeah, we didn’t find any of that.”

			Wyatt rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll go make some calls to the folks back home, get an APB out on the rental car, get the phone trace started while you all take care of the statement. Did you get your car from the place there in Leroy?” He named the rental company.

			“Yes.”

			“Good. Detective, who can I coordinate with here?” he asked Hathaway.

			“Either myself or Lieutenant Bruce Dyson. I’ll take you to him. Be right back.”

			As soon as they left, Gordon moved to the seat Wyatt had vacated and spoke low, his voice tense. “Listen, we don’t have much time. I know you’ve been through this process a hundred times but not from this side of the table. I don’t want you to answer many of his questions, not until you’ve come down from the high. Understand?”

			“Of course, but I want to cooperate.”

			“I know. And we will but not today. I’m not saying be dishonest—just be cautious about what you share. Until you’re in control of how you share it, less is more.”

			Detective Hathaway came back in and took the other chair, placing a tape recorder on the table between them. He turned it on. “Detective Kirchner, I’m going to read your rights to you again. You were a little groggy the last time we spoke.” He proceeded to Mirandize her. “Do you understand these rights as I’ve explained them to you?”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“Good. You’re being charged with the second-degree murder of one Nolan Everly. What can you tell me about last night?”

			Stacy looked from Hathaway to Gordon, then back again. “Who’s Nolan Everly?”

			Hathaway studied her. “I know you have questions, but I need mine answered first,” he said, not unkindly.

			She nodded. “Understood. Um… I can’t remember anything. It was still daylight when I got out of my car at Pam’s trailer.”

			“What were you doing here?”

			She rubbed her temple. “Trying to get answers about my father’s whereabouts. It’s a carrot; Pam dangled it. I came running.” She laughed, though the sound was pathetically sad. “What time did you all find me? Sorry, I don’t mean to ramble. I’m still… groggy.”

			“The calls came in from the neighbors around two a.m. this morning.”

			She’d lost nearly twelve hours. Mother of God, why couldn’t she remember? What couldn’t she remember? The idea of what all could have been done to her or even by her during that time was terrifying. Assuming she saw the outside of the jail again in her lifetime, she knew from experience that the blank space in her memory would haunt her for years to come.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			By the time Detective Hathaway was finished, Stacy was exhausted. Gordon wasn’t quite sure what to make of Hathaway, especially after the detective pulled him aside once they’d left the interrogation room. They stood in the hall and watched the female deputy take Stacy back toward the holding cells, and once they gotten some distance, he spoke.

			“Bad situation your client finds herself in, Mr. Gordon.”

			“That’s one way to put it,” he agreed.

			The detective rubbed his eyes and quietly exhaled. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think she intentionally killed Everly. Either it was self-defense, or she was set up. But filing charges isn’t up to me, and like I said earlier, Detective Kirchner’s mother is not well-liked in this area by law enforcement. I’m afraid that no matter how clean Stacy is, she may end up being judged by her mother’s reputation.”

			Gordon cursed. “I appreciate the heads-up. Hopefully it won’t come to that.”

			“Good luck to you and to her. I’ll help however I can.”

			“Thank you.”

			Excusing himself, Gordon nodded at Wyatt as they passed in the hall, not stopping in his quest for the restroom at the end of the corridor. Once inside, he went to the only stall and locked the door. With his hands braced against the wall behind the toilet, he bowed his head and focused on his breathing. One inhale, one exhale, then again. Slowly, he built his mental defenses back up. It was a technique he’d learned after a particularly traumatic event in childhood, and the technique had served him well time and again as an adult.

			He wasn’t sure how long he stood there trying to not think about how powerless he felt. After a while, someone tapped on the stall door.

			“You okay in there?” Wyatt asked.

			With one last deep breath, Gordon straightened. “Yeah.” He opened the door and stepped out, crossing to the sink to wash his hands. “I’m fine. Stacy isn’t though. She’s in serious trouble.” He relayed Hathaway’s warning, meeting Wyatt’s gaze in the mirror. “He thinks they’ll be gunning for her at the arraignment because of who and what her mother is.”

			“Damn it to hell and back,” Wyatt said. “That means if they set her bond, it’ll be so high we won’t be able to raise it.”

			“No, that’s one area we don’t have to worry about—if they set her bond, I’ll take care of it. I’m sure that won’t go over well with Stacy, but I won’t let her stay in jail just because she’s too proud to ask for help.”

			“I’ll back you every inch of the way, but that’s a battle you’re going to have to wage with her on your own after she’s out.” Wyatt stepped toward the door.

			Gordon stopped him. “I’ve been fighting the way I feel about her for a while. I can’t help thinking that if I hadn’t been so reluctant to put myself out there, she wouldn’t be here now.”

			Wyatt looked at him steadily. “That’s possible. I won’t say it isn’t, because we both know I’d be lying. But there’s just as good a chance that we’d still be standing here, trying to figure out how to help her. Nothing good comes from playing the ‘what if’ game. You know that.”

			“I do. Let’s go see what we can do about getting her home.”

			As they headed downstairs to talk to the jailer, Gordon couldn’t stop thinking things were only going to get worse. They had a long way to go before they reached the darkest part of the night, and as fragile as Stacy had appeared in the interrogation room, he wasn’t sure she had the strength in her to fight.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			As the deputy walked her back down the hall, it was all Stacy could do to stay on her feet she was so tired. Not counting the chunk of time missing from her memory, she hadn’t slept since the night before last. On top of that, she hadn’t been sleeping well in recent months. She was worn down physically and emotionally.

			This time, she was shown into an empty holding cell instead of the crowded one they’d put her in earlier. She badly needed to use the facilities, and after weighing her needs against her desire for privacy, the coffee she’d drank earlier won out over her pride.

			After, she sank onto the hard, stainless steel bench running along the side of the room. Tired, hurting, and humiliated, she drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them. Burying her face against the polyester jumpsuit, she let her tears fall unchecked.

			She was so cold, inside and out—she’d had to give Gordon’s jacket back before they left the interrogation room. She’d have given a thousand dollars to have it now and not just for the physical warmth it provided.

			The circumstances she found herself in were eerily similar to what she had endured when she was seventeen—manipulated by her mother, drugged, used for God knows what, and having to fight for her very life. Though she’d not been arrested then or even charged, she’d still had to deal with the hitches and glitches in the legal system as her attackers went to trial.

			The difference now was that she knew all too well how the system worked. She understood that she would have to fight to prove her innocence. It didn’t look good—she’d been found in a room with a dead man who had likely been shot with the weapon she’d been holding. Truly, she didn’t know that she hadn’t shot him.

			None of the men had mentioned what happened twelve years ago, a small blessing for which she was grateful. She knew it was a temporary reprieve—Wyatt and Detective Hathaway were aware of the sordid tale. As for Gordon, if he didn’t already know about the shameful events, he soon would. The idea of having to rehash the old scandal, especially with him, turned her stomach.

			“Why did this have to happen? And why does he have to witness this?” she asked, her voice a whisper that she felt more than heard.

			There was no doubt in her mind that her mother had contrived to put her in this position. That she had been so stupid as to believe Pam’s lies to begin with didn’t bear thinking about. Off the top of her head, Stacy could think of several reasons why Pam would do this, and those were decades old. She could only imagine what new transgressions Pam thought Stacy had committed against her. Probably every bad thing that had happened to her since Stacy was seventeen, if she had to guess. Her mother wasn’t great at owning her own mistakes.

			Finding Pam was the key to getting out of this situation unless forensics cleared her, which was a long shot. She had no illusions that Pam would help her willingly, however. She would fight tooth and nail to keep Stacy behind bars, whatever it took.

			“And this time, you might well have ruined me,” she said as she rested her cheek against her arm. “None of the last twelve years will matter one whit. I’ll lose everything all over again, and this time, there won’t be any picking up and rebuilding.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			The arraignment itself went quickly. As predicted, the prosecutor pushed for Stacy to be held without bail, claiming she was a flight risk since she lived in Indiana.

			Gordon argued vehemently. “Detective Kirchner is a respected law enforcement officer, she has deep roots in the community, and she’s a low flight risk. Her sheriff, Wyatt Dixon from Olman County, is here, and he’s willing to stake his professional and personal reputation on that belief.”

			“And we all know who and what her mother is—” the prosecutor started. He fell into a sullen silence when the judge held his up hand.

			“Be that as it may, her mother isn’t the one standing here, Steve,” the judge told him. He eyed Stacy over the top of his glasses. “I’m willing to take a chance. Bond is set at one million dollars. Also, I’m releasing her—assuming the bond is paid—into the custody of Sheriff Dixon. That okay with you, Sheriff?”

			Wyatt was standing behind Gordon and Stacy. “Of course.”

			“Then that’s that,” he said, pounding the gavel. “Next case.”

			Gordon turned to Stacy as the bailiffs moved to escort her out of the room. “It’ll take a little while to process the paperwork. We’ll see you soon, okay?”

			Her eyes widened. “Process the paperwork? Where are you going to get a million dollars?”

			“Let me worry about that.”

			“Gordon, you can’t just—”

			Quirking an eyebrow, he looked at her. “You want to stay in jail?”

			Stacy scowled. “No, but—”

			“Then quit arguing. We’ll see you soon.” Without letting her say anything else, he turned and went out into the hall, blowing off a hard breath as he reached the open space.

			“That went well enough,” Wyatt said dryly.

			“Yeah, it was peachy and happy.” Gordon swore. “I’m sure I’ll catch hell as soon as she gets a chance to give it to me.”

			Wyatt squeezed his shoulder. “I’d say you’re absolutely right, but at least she’ll be doing that from home.”

			“Exactly.”

			[image: ]

			As Gordon had predicted, it took a little time to get the paperwork processed. He was still signing the last of it as Stacy was released.

			Wyatt walked over to stand next to her in the hall. “How are you feeling?”

			Arms crossed, she shrugged. “Okay, I guess. What happens now?”

			“Now, we go grab something to eat, then if you’re up to it, we’re meeting Detective Hathaway at Pam’s trailer. He’s agreed to let us walk through the scene.”

			Stacy was surprised. “That’s unusual.”

			“Somewhat,” Wyatt agreed. “But from what he told Gordon after he took your statement, he might be more of an ally than we thought.”

			Gordon finished and came over. “We’re good to go. You don’t have any personal belongings to claim, I don’t think.”

			“No, I don’t.” She looked down at herself, embarrassed. She was clad in baggy jeans and a loose white T-shirt the jail had provided as her own clothing—or what was left of it—had been taken into evidence. She didn’t have a bra on, and since she never went without one outside her home, she was feeling self-conscious to a painful degree.

			“Are you still cold?” Gordon asked as she rubbed her arms.

			She shrugged. “A little, but I’ll be fine. Can we go?”

			“Of course,” Wyatt said.

			It wasn’t terribly cold in the sunshine as it was May, but it was a little chilly, and the drugs still in her system were wreaking havoc. She shuddered as they headed for Wyatt’s SUV. To her consternation, Gordon took off his coat again and handed it to her.

			“I’m not freezing,” he said when she glowered at him.

			With heavy reluctance, she accepted the fleece. When she put it on, the bottom of the jacket came down almost to her knees, and the sleeves kept sliding down, no matter how far up her arms she pushed them. She stopped on the sidewalk to roll them up, and the men stopped as well.

			Gordon’s lips quirked up. “Need some help?”

			Stacy huffed. “Oh, I think I’m capable of rolling up two sleeves on my own.”

			“Nobody said you weren’t,” he countered as he set down his briefcase and started rolling up the fabric.

			She opened her mouth to retort, but when Wyatt cleared his throat, she swallowed her response.

			“I asked Dyson where a good place was to get some hot food around here. He told me about a diner that’s not far. How’s that sound?” Wyatt asked once they were in the car.

			“That’s fine with me,” Stacy said, “but I’ll have to owe one of you.”

			Wyatt started to protest, but something in her face must have stopped him. “Fine. Speaking of your finances, Maria has contacted the bank in town and had them put a hold on your account. I’ve also increased the patrols going past your house. Did you set the alarm before you left yesterday?”

			“Yes, but I don’t think Pam will risk going to Leroy. Nothing in my belongings has my physical address on it. She couldn’t find the place if she tried.”

			“So what address is on your ID if it isn’t your home address?” Gordon asked from the front seat.

			“The sheriff’s department.” When both men glanced back at her, she flushed. “What? I don’t want people knowing where I live. I get my mail at a P.O. box in town as well. You can never be too safe. Take this situation, for example.” She laughed harshly. “A lot of good all that paranoia did me. Damn it all.”

			“Hair shirt later, remember.” Wyatt handed her his phone as he turned into the parking lot of an old-style restaurant. “Do you mind calling Maria? I was supposed to have had you do that as soon as we got you out of jail.”

			“Of course not,” Stacy replied. “I think I’ll walk around while I make the call. I need a little air.”

			He parked the vehicle. “Have at it. We’ll head on in and get a table.”

			“Thanks.”

			Getting out, she walked to the side of the building that faced a vacant field. She leaned up against the concrete block wall and closed her eyes, letting the warmth of the sun soak into her. As the heat worked its magic, a gentle breeze stirred around her. The wind picked up the perfume of fabric softener from Gordon’s jacket, as well as a deeper, more complex scent—his cologne. A little spicy, a little musky, the cologne mixed with the fabric softener to create a smell that made Stacy want to burrow into the coat. After peeking around the corner to make sure she wasn’t being observed, she gave in and brought the collar up to her face. Inhaling deeply, she rubbed the soft fleece against her cheek.

			“No man should be allowed to smell so good,” she muttered.

			With a sigh, she let the collar drop and called Maria, the IT director for the sheriff’s department. She was also Stacy’s best friend and Wyatt’s wife of not quite three months. Only two years older than Stacy’s own twenty-nine, Maria’s recent marriage to the fifty-one-year-old sheriff had raised a few eyebrows in Olman County, though most people were pleased for the couple.

			“Hey, honey, is she out yet?” Maria asked.

			Stacy smiled. “Yes, dear, she is.”

			“Stacy! Oh, thank God! Are you okay? What the hell happened?”

			“I’m fine. Well, not fine, but I’m okay. Wyatt said you were worried—I’m sorry about that.”

			“For crying out loud, don’t apologize. You’re my friend. Of course I’m going to be worried. So what happened?”

			Exhaling roughly, Stacy rubbed a hand over her eyes and swallowed. “I don’t know. I don’t remember. I have—there are some things I’ve never told you about my past. They aren’t good things.”

			Maria was quiet, and Stacy heard her sniffle, then blow her nose. She had to blink rapidly to clear away her own tears.

			“I figured as much from what little Wyatt was able to tell me,” Maria confessed. “I promise, as soon as you’re up to it, we’ll sit down with tubs of ice cream and sheets of brownies, and you can tell me whatever you need to, okay? There’s no judgment here. None.”

			Closing her eyes, Stacy laughed sadly. “I’m afraid it’s going to take a lot more than ice cream and brownies to get through the whole sordid mess.”

			“Well, whatever it takes, we’ll get through it. I promise you that, Stace.” Turning brisk, Maria updated her on what she’d done. “I talked to Holly at the bank and put a fraud alert out on your debit card and accounts. I also have a call in to your insurance company and the phone carrier. Betty at the BMV is getting you a duplicate license ready, so you’ll only have to go in and pick it up. Oh, and I talked to Shane at the car rental place. Is there anything else I can do? What about credit cards?”

			“I don’t have any. That sounds like pretty much everything. I’m impressed. Thank you, by the way.”

			Maria snorted. “It was the least I could do. Makes me feel like I’m helping. So are you all on your way back home now?”

			“No, we stopped to get something to eat, then we’re meeting the detective who’s handling the case. Hopefully that won’t take long. I’m so tired I could almost fall asleep standing up.” She straightened away from the wall and headed for the restaurant’s front door. “I guess I’d better go, or Wyatt and Gordon will think I’ve made a run for it. Maria… Gordon paid my bond. It was a million dollars.”

			Her friend whistled. “Ho-lee cow. Where in the world… we’ll definitely have to talk about that later. Be careful down there?”

			After promising she would be, Stacy ended the call and joined the men at the table. The next few hours would be rough. As she placed her order, she wondered if she had the energy to get through them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			When they pulled up outside Pam Kirchner’s trailer ninety minutes later, the tension inside the vehicle was nearly palpable. Gordon blew out a harsh breath as he looked around. The trailer park was much as Stacy had described—run-down and half empty.

			The lots on either side of Pam’s single-wide were vacant. Her trailer—which looked to be a relic from the eighties—was just as run-down as the rest of the park. Half the metal underpinning was missing, and weeds were growing up all around the edges of the concrete blocks that lined the perimeter of where the skirt had been. It reminded him of the last trailer park he’d lived in with his parents as a young boy, and the memory did nothing to elevate his mood.

			“Curtains just moved next door,” Wyatt said.

			Gordon and Stacy glanced toward the trailer he’d indicated.

			“Probably be a good place to start asking questions,” Gordon remarked. “Places like this? A nosy neighbor’s practically written into the deed.”

			Stacy looked at him in surprise. “What do you know about places like this?”

			He lifted a shoulder. “I spent a good chunk of my childhood in places like this.”

			The look she sent him was skeptical, but she didn’t press the issue.

			“Here’s our escort,” Wyatt said as an unmarked car pulled up and parked beside him. He rolled down the driver’s side window. “Looks like Detective Hathaway couldn’t make it. That’s Dyson.”

			“With that cough, I’m not surprised,” Gordon said.

			The red-haired cop nodded at them. “Sheriff. Detective Hathaway asked me to meet you all. He had to take some personal time.”

			“He looked like he needed to,” Wyatt said after he introduced Gordon and Stacy.

			He started to open his door, but the lieutenant held up a hand. “With all due respect, sir, I’m not authorized to let Detective Kirchner go inside. She’ll have to stay out here.”

			Though she was quiet, Gordon heard her sigh. His hand clenched in his lap, feeling her frustration as much as though it was his own.

			Wyatt looked at her in the rearview mirror. “I’ll leave the windows down. Are you okay to stay here?”

			“Of course.”

			Dyson stood back and let Wyatt out, and Gordon opened his door to join them. After unclipping his phone from his belt, he handed it to her. “Just in case.”

			With one last glance around, the men followed Dyson onto the porch of the trailer, which sagged under their combined weight.

			“This place is a mess,” he warned them as he unlocked the padlock and removed the crime scene tape that sealed the door. “Apparently housekeeping hasn’t been high on Pam Kirchner’s list lately.”

			They stopped inside the front door and looked around.

			“The more I learn about this woman, the more I have to wonder if she kidnapped someone else’s child and raised her as her own,” Wyatt said. “It’s almost too hard to believe that Stacy came from this.”

			The trailer was small, and it hadn’t been well maintained. The carpet had been replaced at some point with vinyl peel-and-stick tiles, many of which had started to come up. Dirty clothes and dishes were scattered throughout the living room, which opened to the kitchen on one end and a hall on the other.

			“We found your detective in here with the victim,” Dyson said as he led them down the hall.

			They passed a small bedroom and bathroom on the left, then they were in the larger bedroom on the opposite end of the trailer. It was even dirtier than the living room, and the musty odor of mildew hung in the air under the stench of old blood. The sheets had been stripped off the mattress, which was stained and sagging. Blood spatter climbed up the wall and closet door on the other side of the bed.

			“Is that where Everly was?” Gordon asked, pointing at the closet.

			“Yes. He was on the floor between the bed and the wall. Detective Kirchner was on the bed, her legs hanging off it on this end. She was stripped down to her underwear, and she had her gun in her right hand.”

			Both men looked at him.

			“Her right hand? You’re absolutely sure about that?” Gordon asked, exchanging a look with Wyatt.

			“Oh, yes. I was the first one through the door. I’m very sure. Why?”

			“Because Stacy is left-handed,” Wyatt explained. “Further, she’s coming off a serious injury to her right arm. Were her hands tested for gunshot residue?”

			“Of course. Her right hand was positive, left was negative. How serious an injury are we talking?”

			“She had a severe break that required surgery and pins,” Wyatt answered. “She only got out of physical therapy a couple of weeks ago, and she hasn’t requalified with that hand. She’s still having issues with strength, can’t pull the trigger on her service weapon.”

			“What was the gun you found?” Gordon asked.

			“Smith and Wesson .44 Magnum,” Dyson said. “The neighbors told us it was the boyfriend’s.”

			Wyatt was shaking his head. “The ‘Dirty Harry’ gun? No way. There’s no way that she could physically pull the trigger on that gun right now. Not with her right hand, not given her injuries. I have one of those, and it’s not a comfortable gun for someone my size, never mind Stacy’s. Her hands are too small. I know for a fact that she couldn’t use her service weapon with her right hand last weekend, and it’s a Sig. She was at the gun range practicing, and I watched her struggle with it for twenty minutes. Further, if she did fire that gun? I bet you she’d re-break that wrist. The recoil is too strong, and she hasn’t healed that much yet.”

			“So whoever set this up either didn’t know about her injury and that she’s left-handed, or they didn’t realize we’d figure it out,” Gordon said as they left the bedroom and went back down the hall. “Wouldn’t her mother know?”

			“You would think, but they weren’t close—from what I understand—even before the mess when Stacy was seventeen. It’s a detail that might not occur to Pam, or she may well not have been the person ‘setting the stage.’ Speaking of, is there any word on Pam’s whereabouts or what she’s done with Stacy’s belongings?” Wyatt asked.

			“Not yet,” Dyson said as he locked up the trailer. He pointed at the blue car parked in the driveway. “That beat-up Chevy’s her car, according to the neighbors. We’re assuming Pam’s in the rental car your detective brought down here. There’s an APB out on it, and we’ve contacted the rental agency. Surprisingly, it didn’t have GPS.”

			When they reached the SUV, Stacy was asleep, curled up in the corner of the backseat. Gordon’s coat was wrapped around her, and a lock of dark hair had fallen over her face. She looked more vulnerable than ever, the deep purple circles under her eyes competing with the reddened scrapes on her cheek.

			Dyson noticed as well, and he took care to be quiet as he got in his vehicle. When he started the engine, however, the sound startled Stacy, and she sat up, blinking.

			“It’s just us,” Wyatt assured her as he got in the driver’s seat.

			She yawned. “Sorry. It was so quiet, I couldn’t hold my eyes open. I did go next door and knock after you guys went in the trailer—no answer. Whoever was watching, they don’t want to talk.”

			“They will,” Gordon told her, his voice terse. “Believe me, they will.” Seeing how tired she was, he figured she’d be asleep as soon as they hit the interstate. Knowing she had to be exhausted, he didn’t mention what they’d learned about the gun being in her right hand. He knew there’d be a better time for that later.

			Much as he’d expected, she dozed off again a few minutes after they got back on the main road. She stirred when they got close to the Indiana border though, and by the time they’d crossed the bridge into town, she was fully awake. He realized time was up, and he had to bring up the subject he’d been avoiding.

			“How are we going to handle this? There’s bound to be fallout,” he said. “It’s too much to hope that no one from the media will come asking questions or that news won’t have broken here in town.”

			Wyatt rubbed a hand over his face. “Yeah, damn it. There is. We need to sit down and discuss things, come up with a plan, but I think you need some rest before we do,” he told Stacy. “I know you can take care of yourself, but I don’t want you alone until we figure this thing out.”

			It was obvious from her expression that she didn’t agree. “So what does that mean?”

			Wyatt guided the SUV off the interstate and toward the courthouse, where the sheriff’s department was housed. “You can come stay with Maria and me. We have plenty of room.”

			Stacy’s response was swift. “Oh, no. You’re newlyweds. No offense, but I’m not going there.”

			To Gordon’s surprise, Wyatt’s cheeks turned red. When he scowled at Gordon, then Stacy via the rearview mirror, Gordon had to struggle to keep a straight face.

			“I have an idea about how to handle all of it, but I’m not sure you’ll like it,” Gordon told them before Wyatt could respond. “Why don’t we all go home, get cleaned up, rest a little bit. We can meet tonight at Stacy’s house around six o’clock, have dinner, and talk about my idea.”

			“That works for me. Wyatt?” she asked.

			He parked and nodded. “It’s almost three now. I called Maria while you were napping. She’ll be out shortly. She’s going to take you home and stay with you until we get there.”

			“I have a security system, and you could send extra patrols out past the house,” she reminded him. “I have a 20-gauge shotgun that I keep loaded. I’ll be fine.”

			Wyatt shook his head. “This isn’t up for discussion.”

			“Boss—”

			“Don’t waste your breath. I’m not giving in, and if you weren’t so tired, you’d realize I’m right. I’m sorry. I know that isn’t what you want to hear.”

			Arms crossed, Stacy gave a tight shake of her head and yawned. “Fine.”

			Wyatt stifled a yawn of his own as his phone dinged. “Maria will be right out.”

			“Are you going to go in and work?” Gordon asked him.

			“Probably. I imagine there’ll be quite a few questions about this,” Wyatt told Stacy. “How do you want me to handle it from the personal perspective?”

			She looked down at her hands. “Let them know I’m okay and that’s all we know at this point. I’d rather not let too many details out, if you don’t mind.”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			Maria came outside then, and after putting her belongings in her car, she hurried over to the SUV. Wyatt had rolled down the windows, as the day had warmed up considerably even though it was threatening rain, and she squeezed his arm.

			“Hey, honey. Gordon.” Maria moved to Stacy, who had gotten out of the vehicle to stand beside it. “Are you okay? Your poor face…”

			Stacy squirmed under the close inspection. “I’m fine. It’s just bruises and scrapes. I appreciate your going home with me.”

			Maria smiled. “As I recall, you did the same thing for me and not that long ago.” She turned to give Wyatt a brief hug and kiss. “So what’s the plan?”

			“Looks like we’re meeting at Stacy’s tonight around six, and we’re going to discuss things then,” Wyatt said.

			“Are you going inside or going home?” Maria asked him.

			“I’ll head in and do some work as soon as I drop off this guy,” he said, gesturing at Gordon.

			Maria waved his words aside. “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s room in my car for three people, you know. We can drop Gordon off on the way to Stacy’s. It’s on the way.”

			“Then it looks like I have my ride,” Gordon said, unbuckling his seat belt and opening the door. “See you later, Sheriff.”

			The drive to his condo was over quickly, and as he waved goodbye to Stacy and Maria, he felt a strong urge to chase them down. He didn’t want to let Stacy out of his sight. If he got his way this evening, that wouldn’t be an issue going forward.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Maria kept up the small talk until they dropped off Gordon. Stacy figured as soon as he was out of the car, she would have to answer some tough questions. To her surprise though, once they left his condo, Maria grew quiet. Stacy was happy to let the silence stretch as it allowed her to regain a bit of her equilibrium.

			After about five minutes, Maria spoke. “Are you ready to talk about what happened, or do you need some time?”

			Stacy looked out the window at the passing scenery. The rain had started, and water ran in thick rivulets along the edge of the window. They were on the outskirts of Leroy but still had about ten minutes before they reached her house.

			“I don’t know. I’m so tired right now, I can barely see straight, much less think. I know it’s rude, but I really need to try to get some sleep when we get to the house.”

			Maria smiled. “That’s not rude. I figured as much. I brought my laptop, and I can work while you rest—especially since you finally joined the rest of civilization and got Wi-Fi.”

			Stacy’s mouth curved into a reluctant smile. “It isn’t my fault technology doesn’t like me.”

			With a laugh, Maria shook her head. “I’ve never seen anyone go through electronics like you do. If it has a power cord or circuit board, you can fry it just by standing in close proximity.”

			“I know. Did Robbie tell you I owe him a new phone?”

			“Who do you think had to order it for him?”

			“I figured as much.” Stacy sighed. “They set my bail at a million dollars. Gordon stood for it.”

			“You mentioned that. Where did he get that kind of money?”

			“I didn’t ask. It was humiliating enough without having to find out he’d hocked everything he owned, which is what I was afraid the answer would be.”

			Maria’s glance was slightly wicked. “A person could take that to mean he thinks you’re worth at least a million dollars. Are you still convinced the man isn’t interested in you?”

			Stacy tried to figure out how to answer. “I’m not sure about anything except that I don’t like being indebted to him, especially not for a million dollars. Even if the charges are dropped, he’ll lose a chunk of change in the court admin fees.”

			As tired as she was, she felt a rush of gladness when they pulled into her driveway. Her house was small—three bedrooms, one and a half baths—but it was on a two-acre corner lot surrounded on all sides by open fields. A sheriff’s department cruiser was parked in the driveway, and as Maria pulled up, Deputy Robbie Bailey unfolded himself from inside. He met them at the front of the car.

			“Hey. Wyatt wanted me to meet you, do a walk-through on the house.” He frowned when he saw the scrapes and bruises on Stacy’s face. “You okay?”

			She sent him a tight smile as they walked up onto the porch. “I’m working on it.” She keyed her code into the electronic lock on the door. “This has more than paid for itself. It’s nice not to have to mess with keys.” Especially now that I have no idea where mine are.

			“I’m surprised you haven’t fried it yet since it’s electronic,” Maria teased.

			“Ha-ha,” Stacy replied.

			Standing back, the women let Robbie go in, then Stacy followed to disarm the security system. They waited in the hall while he searched the house, which didn’t take long.

			He came back up from the basement and met them in the hall. “Looks like everything’s good and tight here. Do you need anything else? Just say the word, and I’ll help however I can.”

			Robbie was one of Stacy’s favorites in the department. He was a sweet kid who’d had a rough way to go as he was the only caregiver for his mother, who’d been seriously injured in a car wreck a few years back.

			“No, we’re good. Thanks for doing this,” she told him as she walked him to the door.

			He waved and started down the porch steps. “Don’t mention it. Call me if that changes. I’m supposed to keep close, so it won’t be a problem.”

			“Will do.”

			She closed the door and locked it, feeling little comfort at hearing the snick of the deadbolt as it engaged. When she turned around, Maria was setting up in the living room.

			She looked up as Stacy approached. “Go on and get some rest. I’ll be here if you need me.”

			Too tired to argue, she headed for her bedroom and shut the door. She didn’t even bother taking off Gordon’s coat before she lay down on the bed. Wrapped in the soft fabric, she closed her eyes, and she was out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			The room was completely dark when Stacy woke, telling her that more than two or three hours had passed. Startled, she glanced at the clock. To her astonishment, it was almost ten o’clock. Rolling onto her back, she realized she could hear the TV from the living room, and guilt washed over her. Surely Maria and Wyatt weren’t still here.

			Feeling decades older than her years, she padded into the bathroom. She took a few minutes to wash up, needing to feel like herself again. In the bright light, she could see the bruises and scrapes even better, and she winced.

			“That’s going to be all kinds of colorful in the morning,” she muttered.

			When her words elicited a response, she jumped. A soft scratching sounded from the other side of the bedroom door, followed by a plaintive mew.

			“What in the world?”

			Opening the door, Stacy was greeted by the spring-green eyes of Gordon’s cat, Chloe. The half-grown kitten’s loud purr echoed off the tile of the bathroom, and as Stacy watched, Chloe rubbed her face on the door frame.

			“Hello, pretty girl. What in the world…?”

			Stooping, Stacy picked her up. Chloe immediately settled in, her white paws kneading Stacy’s chest. With the cat in her arms, she headed down the hall toward the living room, only to come to a stop at the end of the couch to stare at Gordon.

			Feet bare, clad in a black T-shirt and jeans, he’d made himself at home on the couch and was doing paperwork.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked.

			In response, he handed her a folded piece of paper. Adjusting the cat, Stacy took the paper and opened it. Wyatt’s bold handwriting greeted her.

			Don’t argue. Until we figure this thing out, you have a bodyguard. Yes, that’s an order. We’ll talk in the morning. W.

			Perplexed and more than a little frustrated, Stacy stared at Gordon, who raised an eyebrow.

			“There’s food in the fridge. Fried chicken, some excellent potato salad. Chocolate cake.”

			She’d no sooner opened her mouth to tell him she wasn’t hungry when a loud, gurgling rumble emanated from her stomach. The sound was so loud it startled Chloe, who jumped down to stand on the arm of the couch, tail whipping back and forth as she stared at Stacy.

			Gordon smoothed away his smile with his hand. “Well, then.”

			Cheeks hot, Stacy huffed and made for the kitchen. She glanced over her shoulder to see that he had gotten up to follow. “What are you working on?”

			“I’m studying for the bar exam. I know you aren’t happy to have me here.” He leaned against the kitchen door as she set food out on the counter.

			She shrugged. “I’m not unhappy to have you here. I guess it makes sense. You need to protect your investment, after all.”

			His hand came down on top of the bowl she was trying to open. “Excuse me? I know I didn’t hear you say that.”

			Stacy didn’t have to look at him to know she’d made him angry, that she’d crossed a line. She could hear it in his voice. “I didn’t mean—I’m sorry. You’re a convenient target. I’m really sorry.”

			He moved his hand, but he didn’t move back. “I get that you’re upset. But I’m not the enemy here, and I need to know you believe that.”

			She met his gaze briefly. “I do know that.” Sighing, she sagged against the counter. “Why?”

			“Why what?”

			“Gordon…”

			“Why am I helping you?” When she nodded, he shrugged. “You’re my friend.”

			Stacy snorted. “Standing good for a million-dollar bond is a hell of a gesture of friendship.”

			He grinned. “Maybe it’s a helluva friendship. Are you telling me you wouldn’t do the same for me?”

			She crossed her arms. He had her there—she’d have done whatever she could to help him if he needed it, and she couldn’t pretend otherwise. “Still—”

			“No, there are no ‘stills’ or ‘buts’ here. I couldn’t live with myself if I let you sit in that jail.” His voice was soft, and it ran chills all over her. “Are you cold? Do you need me to turn the heat up?”

			“I’m fine. I’m—maybe I’m coming apart at the seams a little, but you don’t have to feel obligated to take care of me.”

			“What if I want to take care of you?”

			The silence that fell in the kitchen was deafening. Stacy stared at him, watching in shock as his cheeks turned ruddy. For all the world, she couldn’t come up with a single response.

			“Let’s pretend I never said that, okay? I don’t think either of us is mentally prepared to have that discussion right now.” He opened the container with the potato salad. “Here. You need food.”

			She laid her hand on his, stopping him from giving her several servings. “Whoa! I’m not that hungry.” Instead of pulling back, she left her hand where it was. He’d gone still when she touched him, and he was barely breathing. “Why don’t you get the cake?”

			“Okay. I can do that.” Neither of them moved.

			When Chloe meowed from the doorway, the spell was broken.

			Stacy stepped back, surprisingly reluctant. “I guess I missed the meeting.” She put a piece of chicken on the plate, then put it into the microwave for thirty seconds to knock the cold off of it. “Were Wyatt and Maria upset?”

			“No, just concerned. Maria tried to wake you up, but you grumbled at her and rolled over. We figured you needed the rest. Wyatt wants to see you in the morning though.”

			“I’m not surprised. This puts him in a tough position.” The microwave chimed, and she took out the plate. She paused as a memory flitted through her mind. “Did you say something this afternoon about having a plan, or did I dream that?”

			“That was real,” he said as he cut two pieces of cake. When she got a small dish down, then tore off a piece of the cold chicken and started shredding it, he sent her a questioning look. She nodded at Chloe. “Oh, yeah. She has the stoic, long-suffering-cat look down pat even at her age.”

			Stacy smiled as she gave the cat the plate. “She’s a good girl. She deserves a reward.”

			He snorted and went to the fridge. “I’ll remind you of that when she tears through the house at three a.m. I hope it’s okay that I brought her with me. I trimmed her claws before we came over. What do you want to drink? Water?”

			The image of the big, strong man and the small, trusting kitten, of Gordon taking such delicate care of Chloe, was so comical and sweet, Stacy couldn’t hold back a little laugh.

			“That’s fine, and I don’t mind. It’s nice to have her here.” She picked up her own plate and led him into the dining room. “So what is this brilliant plan of yours?”

			He took the chair next to hers. “I don’t know how brilliant it is, and I’m relatively certain you won’t like it.” He moved his shoulders. “I figure you’re going to want to launch your own investigation into what happened. Like it or not, you need help. You need someone with connections to law enforcement in Kentucky. That’s me.” He watched her closely.

			“You’re right. I don’t like owing people, which you are well aware of by now. But I do need help. I have to investigate—it’s the only option I have.” She met his gaze and held it. “I can’t let my life rest in someone else’s hands. No one has the same vested interest I do in clearing myself.”

			“Maybe not, but you aren’t as alone as you think. Let me help you. You know I can—you simply have to let me.”

			After exhaling a long, shaky breath, she inclined her head. “Please. So what’s the rest of this plan?”

			Gordon visibly relaxed. “First of all, we need a base of operations closer to Hardin County. As it happens, I have a house in Louisville that’s about forty-five minutes from the crime scene. An hour tops, and that’s in heavy traffic.”

			She frowned. “I thought you were selling it.”

			It was his turn to squirm. “That’s the plan. I haven’t gotten around to listing it yet.”

			Why not? was a question she instinctively felt would be better left to another time. “So we go to your house. What then?”

			“Then we make the rounds. Talk to people, figure out just what the hell happened. Investigate. Rattle some cages. Whatever it takes.”

			Wiping her hands on a napkin, Stacy closed her eyes. “And if I can’t remember the details? Or if we can’t find my mother and put the pieces together? You know she’s the key to this, right?”

			“I do.”

			“What if we can’t solve this one?”

			He carefully laid down his fork. “Failure isn’t an option here. We can’t afford to go in expecting to not succeed.”

			“I never would have pegged you for an optimist.”

			“I’m not. But like I said, we can’t afford to fail. The stakes are too high. And before you ask, no, I’m not talking about the money.”

			Before she could respond, he stood and excused himself, leaving her sitting at the table, stunned. As the bathroom door closed quietly, she looked down at Chloe, who was once again doing her stoic-cat look.

			“He’s taking this awfully personally,” she murmured, holding her hand down for Chloe.

			When the cat came over and rubbed against her, she sighed. For the first time, Stacy had to admit that Maria might really be on to something when she’d insisted that Gordon was attracted to Stacy, and she didn’t know what in the world to make of that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			When Gordon stumbled into the kitchen at seven a.m., following the smell of coffee and bacon, he grunted at Stacy.

			“Good morning, sunshine. I wondered if you were going to sleep the day away,” she said teasingly.

			As he stood in front of the coffee pot, it occurred to him that he didn’t know where she kept the mugs. She must have seen his indecision because a mug, filled with steaming-hot coffee, appeared under his nose. He accepted it without a word and took a careful sip. Once he knew that it wasn’t hot enough to scald, he downed half the contents of the mug.

			“Thanks,” he managed as he leaned against the counter and finished the rest of the coffee, albeit more slowly. As the caffeine hit his bloodstream, he became more aware of his surroundings.

			“I take it you aren’t a morning person.” She carried her plate to the round café table on the other side of the room.

			“No. I don’t know how people can be perky and alert before ten a.m.”

			She laughed. “I’ve seen you on a few occasions fairly early in the morning. You’ve never come across as someone who’s morning-impaired. There’s bacon in the toaster oven, and I can do you some eggs if you’d like.”

			“I’m good, thanks. With one exception, you’ve always seen me on mornings when I’m working.” That exception was back in January, and it didn’t bear thinking about right now. He refilled his mug, put a couple of strips of bacon on a paper towel, and moved to take the chair next to her. “How do you feel today? And please tell me you aren’t sitting here on an off day ready to take on the world at seven in the morning.”

			Stacy just smiled and leaned down to pet Chloe. “I’m all right, though I’m stiff and sore. My brain is cleared out, but I still can’t remember what happened.”

			Gordon watched as she played with the cat. The bruises had bloomed, even going down the side of her face to her neck. He winced. “That looks painful.”

			She touched her cheek. “It’s not too bad, really. The black eye I got at that funeral a few months ago hurt more.”

			During an investigation into extortion attempts back in the fall, she had gotten caught in the middle of a brawl between two little old ladies. That it had occurred during the funeral of a preacher still gave Gordon pause.

			“Did you ever figure out which of the women clocked you?” he asked as he chomped on his bacon.

			“No, but I suspect it was Mrs. Robeson. I’ve encountered her a couple of times in town, and she heads the other way fast when she sees me.” She grew serious. “So what’s the plan?”

			“I’m assuming you’ll need to take care of some business—bank, BMV, that sort of thing. Right?”

			“Yes, and I need to find a new phone too. What time are we supposed to meet Wyatt?”

			“He said to call and he’d meet us at The Brown Bag. He figured you might not want to come into the office today. Which reminds me—Neva and Gretchen called while you were asleep yesterday. They said to tell you they’re thinking of you and asked that you call them when you feel like it.” Neva Brewer was the receptionist at the sheriff’s department, and Gretchen was Wyatt’s assistant.

			She fiddled with the handle of her mug. “I guess the whole county knows what happened by now.”

			“I don’t know. Probably not the entire county, maybe only eighty percent or so. It’s part of the fun of living in a small town. Just wait until word gets out that we’re living together,” Gordon replied dryly. “You think murder sets tongues to wagging? That’s nothing compared to what sex will do.”

			Stacy’s jaw dropped, and her cheeks flushed. “Excuse me?”

			He laughed. He tried to hide his amusement as she crossed her arms, but he wasn’t successful. Clearing his throat, he stood. “I’ll get cleaned up. You need the bathroom?”

			“No, go ahead. But I might sneak in and flush the toilet if you don’t behave,” she called.

			He laughed outright, glad that his light joke hadn’t backfired. As he grabbed his clothes and shaving kit, he heard Stacy’s laughter tinkling from the kitchen. The sound made him pause, tearing into him in a good way, and he felt some of the tension and worry that had held him in its grasp since he’d received Maria’s phone call yesterday morning ease.

			As he got in the shower and let the hot water cascade over his shoulders, he thought back to January, when Stacy had helped pick him up from a low point. Right after that, he’d had a dream that had sent him running from Leroy for two months, too damned chicken to face the realization that he was more than halfway in love with her.

			Thinking about her reaction to some things he’d said back then, he made himself let go of some of the guilt he’d been carrying about not having been with her when she needed him a few days ago. She hadn’t been ready then for a relationship between them, and neither had he. Gordon didn’t know if she was now or not, but he hoped she was more open to the thought. If not, he had the feeling that what they faced would be hard on him in more ways than one.

			“You might end up looking like a lovesick fool, Galen,” he said as he scrubbed his hair. “I guess it wouldn’t be the first time, but this time, it might not end up the way you want it to.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			January, a few months earlier

			 

			“Another one, please.” Gordon signaled the bartender for a refill.

			The bar was quiet. Not a lot of people were out in the icy weather that had swept in from the north earlier that day, promising to blanket the small Ohio River town in winter. Added to that, today was Thursday, so he almost had the place to himself. The isolation suited his mood just fine.

			Sonny Rutherford, owner of the Lighthouse Bar and Grille—where Gordon was drowning his sorrows—raised an eyebrow when Gordon pushed the now-empty glass toward him, but he replaced it without comment. The aged scotch went down with a smooth burn, much as the one before it had.

			“You’re not planning on driving home tonight, I hope,” Sonny said.

			Gordon contemplated the empty glass, then tapped it. “Nope. Called a taxi to bring me here, and I’m planning on doing the same to get home. You cutting me off?”

			Sonny gave him a fresh glass. “Not yet, but I would advise you to slow down a little—that’s fine sipping scotch you’re swilling down like it’s water. Shame to see it put to such use.”

			“Point taken. I’ll nurse this one.” Gordon saluted Sonny, watching as the bartender moved to take care of a woman seated at the end of the bar.

			Blond hair shining and curled, lips painted bright red, she sent Gordon a smile full of invitation. He responded with a regretful shake of his head and faced forward. Apparently deciding to ignore the message, she slid off the stool and started toward him.

			He cursed under his breath and refused to look at her, instead keeping track of her progress in the mirror behind the bar. Before she got halfway to him, a petite brunette came in through the restaurant door nearest Gordon. With a quiet sigh, she eased onto the barstool beside him.

			“Hey, stranger. What brings you here tonight?” Stacy asked.

			He studied her with a smile, half wondering if he’d conjured her. “The scotch. You?”

			Her answering smile was soft. “Dinner with Wyatt and Maria.” She laid her beaded purse on the bar and draped her coat over her legs.

			Gordon looked her over from head to toe as she ordered a cappuccino. Barely tall enough to come up to his chin, her delicate build was deceptive. He knew from experience that she could fell a man twice her weight without blinking. Her glossy, dark hair was caught up in a soft twist, and understated gold winked at him from her earlobes. The neckline of her dark-blue sweater—the same indigo as her eyes—left the nape of her neck appealingly bare, and he had to look away lest he bend over and place a kiss there.

			“Haven’t seen much of you around lately. Did you decide to go back to Louisville?” she asked as Sonny delivered her drink.

			“No. I’ve been hibernating. I’m still not sure what I’m going to do with myself. What about you—been staying busy?”

			“Of course. Things are finally calming down after the holiday blitz, thank God.” She took a sip of coffee, her eyes half closing with pleasure. When her tongue came out to swipe at a smudge of whipped cream on her lips, Gordon swallowed. Hard.

			“So how’s the happy couple?” He finished off the scotch and pushed the glass away, more than a little buzzed.

			Stacy’s smile widened. “They’re good. Enjoying being married.”

			“Good. I’m glad.” The mention of marriage reminded him of what had driven him to the bar. He sighed and tapped his glass. “Sonny, one last round, please.”

			“You okay?” Stacy’s soft question pulled him back to the present. She had a good poker face, but her concern was evident.

			“Yeah. So do you need to get back to them?”

			She wrapped her hands around her mug. “Nope. They headed out. I saw you sitting here, thought I’d come back in and harass you. If you’d rather be alone, I can go.”

			“No. I didn’t mean it like that.”

			They didn’t speak for a little while after that. Stacy finished her coffee and Gordon his scotch.

			“I couldn’t stand being at home, staring at four walls any longer,” he admitted after a few minutes. “Sometimes an empty house is worse than one that’s too crowded.”

			She tilted her head. “Memories getting to you?”

			“What makes you say that?” he hedged.

			“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you keep rubbing your ring finger.”

			He looked down at his left hand, at the bare skin where he’d once worn a wedding band. “I didn’t even realize I was doing that. Today’s the anniversary of when we lost her. It’s been a bad week.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Thanks. It’s been five years. You’d think I’d have learned to live with the way things are by now.”

			“Not necessarily. Cut yourself some slack—it’s one day that represents a horrible loss. You’re allowed to grieve.”

			“I know. I’ve always had work to keep me busy before,” he said around a yawn. “I think that’s why it’s hitting me so much harder this year. I have nothing to do to keep myself occupied.”

			“You look like you haven’t been sleeping much.”

			He shrugged. “I haven’t. I figured if I self-medicated a little, I might be able to get some rest. I just didn’t want to stay home and do it.”

			“Well, now that you’re ‘medicated,’ why don’t I give you a lift home?” Stacy asked.

			His smile, according to the mirror, was crooked. “I really, really don’t want to go home. Even though Mallory never lived here, her ghost is present tonight.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you were trying get me to pick you up.”

			Gordon grinned. “Would it work?”

			“Not tonight, big guy. Tell you what—I have a nice, comfy guest room that no one is using. You can stay there if you want.”

			“I don’t want to impose on your privacy.”

			She touched his arm briefly. “You aren’t. I’m happy to make the offer.”

			He considered his options. His mind was pleasantly muddled, and a warm fatigue was making its way through his limbs. “If you’re sure, I’d appreciate the hospitality.”

			Once the tab was paid, he followed her to her car. The slap of cold air that greeted them outside was sobering but not enough to undo the effects of the alcohol. He’d never been in Stacy’s private vehicle, and he looked around with curiosity. The inside was scrupulously clean, much as he had expected it would be.

			“You ever think about marriage, Detective?” he asked as she pulled out of the parking lot.

			She glanced at him. “Um, I guess. Why?”

			“Just curious. You should try it sometime. I highly recommend the institution.”

			Laughing, she shot him an indulgent look. “It isn’t as simple as going out and picking up someone off the street, you know. Although I swear I think half the people who get married these days do exactly that.”

			“Yeah, me too. Chase wants me to go into practice with him. I told him I’m not handling divorces if I do.”

			Chase Hudson was Gordon’s best friend. The two had gone to law school together and lost touch after they graduated, with Gordon going to work with the FBI and Chase coming back to Leroy to start a private practice. They’d reconnected over a year ago, during a case involving Chase’s sister, Beth.

			When Gordon left the FBI the previous fall, he’d moved to Leroy, taking over Chase’s condo, and been folded into the extended Hudson family like a long-lost son. Though the warmth was nice, he was struggling. He was financially stable enough to take some time off, but he wasn’t used to being unemployed, and he’d been trying to figure out what to do with himself ever since.

			“Do you think you’ll join Chase’s practice?” Stacy asked.

			“Some days yes, some days no. I’d have to retake the bar. Since I haven’t been actively practicing in Kentucky, Indiana won’t license me until I do.”

			“It probably doesn’t hurt that they’ll get more fees out of you that way either,” came her droll response.

			Gordon grinned. “True.”

			The rest of the trip was made in comfortable silence. The desolate landscape outside the car suited his mood perfectly. They’d left behind the lights of town, and the empty fields on either side of the road fell away under bright moonlight. Before long, they’d reached her house. A security light came on as they pulled into the driveway, illuminating the homey front porch and walkway.

			“You have a nice spread here, you know?” he asked.

			“I do. It’s not the biggest, fanciest house in the world, but it’s mine, and I love it.”

			“It shows,” he told her as they got out of the car and hurried to the porch to escape the icy-cold wind.

			She unlocked the front door and, once inside, hung Gordon’s coat alongside hers. “Come on back to the kitchen. Do you want anything?” she asked over her shoulder as she walked down the hall.

			“Nothing other than the restroom.”

			“End of the hall. It hasn’t moved since you were here last.”

			When he came back out, he went to the kitchen, stopping in the doorway to watch Stacy move around the room. She’d taken her hair out of the clip, and it fell halfway down her back in dark waves that looked silky soft, the kind of hair that begged a man to get his fingers tangled. He sucked in a breath.

			“Maybe this wasn’t a good idea,” he muttered.

			Fortunately, she was opening the dishwasher when he spoke. “Did you say something?”

			“Just talking to myself.”

			“As long as you don’t answer,” she teased. “Let me finish here, and I’ll show you to your room. I have to be up at six thirty tomorrow. Do you want me to wake you or let you sleep and call a cab later?”

			He smothered a yawn and glanced at his watch. It wasn’t even nine o’clock yet. “Wake me, please. If you have time, I’ll catch a ride back to town with you.”

			She led him down the hall. Flipping a switch, she bathed the room in a soft glow provided by the lamp on the bedside table. “Here it is. Is the bed going to be long enough? It’s a queen.”

			Gordon was six-four, and a king-sized bed was practically a requirement. “Yeah, I’ll make it work. I appreciate this.”

			“We’ll be sharing the bathroom. Towels are in the closet behind the bathroom door. Extra blankets are in the cedar chest.” She gestured toward the foot of the four-poster bed. “Do you need anything else? I’ll get out of your hair if you don’t.”

			He kicked off his shoes and stretched. “I think I’m good. Thanks again for letting me crash here.”

			She waved away the words. “Don’t mention it. Give a shout if you need anything. Good night.” She left, gently closing the door.

			More tired than he could remember being in a long time, Gordon pulled his sweater over his head. He tossed it onto the chair beside the bed, followed quickly by his jeans, and turned back the sheets. Somehow, he didn’t think asking Stacy to share the bed was what she meant by “anything.”

			He climbed under the covers with a groan and turned off the lamp. After the nights he’d been having lately, he almost expected to stare at the ceiling all night. He didn’t know if it was the alcohol, the fact that he was dog-tired, or some combination of the two, but thankfully, he dropped right into sleep.

			The next morning, he was awake before the sun came up. He’d made his way to the bathroom and back by the time he heard Stacy stirring, and he went back into the bedroom to wait for her, his head pounding too hard to do anything else.

			A few minutes later, she peeked around the open door. “Morning.”

			Gordon glanced at her. “Good morning.” He straightened, then groaned.

			She winced with sympathy. “Head pounding?”

			“No. Not at all. I certainly don’t have a hangover or anything like that.”

			“Oh, no. I’m sure you don’t, not with the way you were putting the scotch away. Do you want something for that non-hangover headache?” she offered.

			“If it isn’t too much trouble.”

			“Coming right up.”

			She got him some Tylenol and coffee and made sure he didn’t need anything else before she started getting ready for work. By the time she came out of the bathroom, fully dressed except for her shoes, it was time to leave.

			“So you don’t do breakfast?” he asked as she locked the house.

			The car windows were nearly cleared of frost since she had started it a few minutes earlier, and she used the windshield wipers to clear them the rest of the way. “I usually pick something up on the way in.”

			“That’s not healthy,” he chided.

			“Pfft. The Brown Bag has a very healthy breakfast menu, as I’m sure you know, what with Kathryn being part owner.”

			“Yeah, I do.”

			Kathryn Owen, the best friend of his late wife, was a close friend of Gordon’s. She had moved to Leroy around the same time Gordon had shown up, and he still wasn’t sure who had influenced whom in that decision.

			“Do you want me to drop you off or take you with me to get some breakfast?” Stacy asked.

			He made a face. “As much as I’d like to have breakfast with you, I’ll pass. Food’s not high on my priority list right now.”

			“Okay, then.” She headed for his condominium complex and pulled into his driveway without asking for directions.

			“I wasn’t aware that you knew exactly where I lived,” he told her, eyeing her with speculation.

			“I’m a detective. It’s my job to know these things.”

			“Is that why? Huh.” When he grinned at her, she blushed prettily. His humor faded. “Thanks again for everything. I’ll owe you one.”

			“No. You’d have done the same for me.”

			He unbuckled his seat belt and paused with his hand on the door handle. “Not exactly the same. I only have the one bed—we’d have had to share. Which, if we were sober, would be fine by me. Have a good day.”

			Stacy’s eyes widened, and her lips parted, but before she could respond, he was out of the car and heading inside. Her reaction had pleased him, though she’d certainly been more surprised than he’d expected. Surely she knew he was attracted to her.

			Before he’d had the chance to seriously consider how best to up his flirtation game, he’d gone to bed and had a dream about the two of them, about their future and the potential for a happily ever after. It was so real, that dream, he’d awakened expecting it to be his reality—wanting and needing it to be his reality. That it wasn’t had devastated him.

			Terrified by the feelings the dream had evoked, when his mother-in-law called the next day to ask him to go on a trip with her, he’d been more than happy to sign up. The more distance he put between him and Stacy at the moment, the better. Distance, after all, meant he couldn’t get hurt.

			[image: ]

			Present day

			 

			Standing in Stacy’s bathroom, staring at his reflection in the steam-hazed mirror, Gordon cursed his decision to run for the thousandth time. By the time he’d made it back to Indiana, she’d had the wreck—a close call while serving a warrant that had almost cost her and Robbie Bailey their lives—and she’d cooled toward him. Oh, she didn’t act angry or mad, but she’d re-erected the emotional wall he’d been tearing down for months. Even the time they’d spent working on her kitchen hadn’t seemed to change her attitude. The closeness he’d felt with her that cold night in January might as well never have existed.

			“Maybe she was more offended by those remarks than I thought,” he mused as he got dressed. Now certainly wasn’t the time to ask her straight out, but soon, he’d do just that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Stacy was in the bedroom she’d turned into an office, checking e-mail and paying a couple of bills, when Gordon came down the hall. Chloe was on the desk beside her, splayed out in a beam of sunlight, taking a bath. When he stopped in the door and smiled, Stacy automatically smiled back.

			“What?”

			He shook his head. “Nothing. I’m ready to go whenever you are.”

			“What about Chloe?” She ran her hand over the cat, scratching behind her shoulders.

			“I figured we could drop her off at the condo on the way into town. She’s used to being on her own there. Then we can pick her up when we’re ready to go. So this is where you keep your mementos,” he said, walking over to one of the bookshelves in front of the desk. He touched the stuffed cat she’d placed in the corner, next to some get-well cards. “I wondered where he went.”

			“Donovan presides over the office now, making sure I mind my Ps and Qs,” she said softly. “Did I ever say a proper thanks for sending him to me?”

			The cat, black with purple star-covered satin in his ears and on his paws, was something Gordon had sent her after the wreck. She’d apparently named him after Gordon, whose middle name was Donovan.

			“Donovan? Where… Beth told you.” He huffed, rubbing his jaw as he shook his head, clearly embarrassed. He stepped over to the desk and petted Chloe. “To answer your question, yes.”

			“What made you send him instead of flowers? Not that I’m complaining—I’m not a huge fan of cut flowers. But when Beth saw him, she mentioned that you’d given her a bear when she was shot. It’s a refreshing change.”

			He shrugged, not meeting her gaze. “When Mallory was undergoing treatment, she got to the point that she hated the sight of flowers. Most people send them, and it’s a sweet gesture. They’re pretty, they brighten up the room, but… they symbolize sickness, or they come to. So when we were in the oncology ward for her treatments, she saw the need for comfort, especially after she started talking to some of the patients who didn’t have close family or friends.

			“The first chance we got, we stopped at a store and bought a bunch of stuffed animals. The next time we went in, she distributed them. She did that every time we went in for as long as she was able to do it. That’s why I don’t send flowers anymore, not to people who are hurt or sick. The animals provide something else, something that’s forgotten too often, and that’s the fact that if we’re hurt, we want something to hold on to.”

			“God, that’s so true,” she said softly. It took every bit of her strength to corral her emotions. His words evoked such sadness as she imagined how awful that time had to have been for him. “Most people don’t see that. She must have been very special, your Mallory. I can imagine how much those animals meant to the other patients.”

			“She was special, and yeah—it made a difference.” He cleared his throat and picked up Chloe. “We’d best get this show on the road, or Wyatt will send a posse out to look for us. I figured we could take care of whatever we need to in town, then head back here and let you pack before we head south. What’s the status on your car?”

			She followed him down the hall to the living room. “The transmission is shot. It’s still under warranty, thankfully, but they’re waiting on parts so they can replace it.”

			As he slid Chloe inside her soft-sided carrier, he shot Stacy a look full of mischief. “It’s an automatic, right? So it’s probably got an electronic shifter. Do they know about your superpower?”

			Stacy’s mouth fell open. “I… that isn’t funny. You watch yourself, Galen Gordon.”

			“I’m not scared of you, Anastasia.”

			The devilishly wicked gleam in his green eyes as he brushed past her set her heart to fluttering almost enough for her to ignore the hated name—almost.

			“You’d better be scared. I can drop your ass, remember.”

			He’d participated in one of the department’s training exercises back in December. Ethan Moore, one of Stacy’s fellow detectives and a man she thought of as a brother, had been more than happy to arrange things so that Stacy gave Gordon a hands-on demonstration of how leverage and clever foot placement could work in her favor. Given that she was only five-two and Gordon was six-four and outweighed her by a hundred pounds to boot, the stunned surprise on his face when she’d flipped him ass over teakettle had everyone in the training exercise laughing, including Gordon—though he’d had to catch his breath first.

			“Lady, you’re welcome to try,” he told her softly as they stepped outside. Far from a threat, the words sounded more like a promise, and Stacy didn’t dare respond.

			While he packed at his condo, she wandered around the living room, looking at the traces of his life but not touching. It struck her that much like her own house, there were no photos on the walls. On the table in the living room was a stack of books, law books mixed in with a few paperbacks. She was a little surprised that their reading tastes were similar, and when she spied the latest release from one of her favorite authors, she picked it up and read the blurb on the back.

			“Have you read that yet?” he asked as he came into the living room with his bags. He set them down and picked up an empty backpack that was propped against the couch before sliding books and things from the coffee table inside.

			“Not yet. I’m on the list at the library.”

			“Let’s take that if you want. It’s good. Better than her last book, I thought.” He held out his hand, and she passed the book over.

			“Thanks. When are you taking the bar?” she asked as he zipped the bag.

			“This summer. At least that’s the plan. I’ve kept up with things since I got out of school, but I haven’t had to study like this in a long time. We’ll see how I do.”

			She felt a pang of guilt. “And then this whole mess happened. That’s the last thing you need, having to deal with my problems.”

			Gordon scowled. “We are not going down that road again, are we?”

			She crossed her arms. “I feel put out, and it’s my own mess. I know it has to be an inconvenience for you, and I’m sorry—that’s all.”

			“Fair enough. I’ll finish this packing when we come back to pick up Chloe. What time are we meeting Wyatt?”

			“Ten or so.”

			When they arrived at the café after visiting the bank, the post office, and the BMV, Wyatt was already at a table in the corner. Ethan was with him, which wasn’t a surprise to Stacy. She’d expected him and possibly Jason Hudson, the department’s third detective, as well. Ethan and Wyatt rose to their feet as Gordon and Stacy approached.

			Ethan studied her bruised face closely, looking more worried than she’d seen him in ages. “I’ve not seen that much color on you since Chase’s wedding,” he remarked. “Wyatt filled me in on some of what’s going on. Are you okay?”

			Stacy tried to hide her dismay, her fears that he would look at her differently now that he knew the truth about her past rising up to choke her. “I’m fine, thanks. Wyatt, I’m sorry about last night.”

			The sheriff waved the words aside as they took seats around the table. “We understood. You were exhausted.”

			Ethan was still watching her closely. “Are you—how can we help? Beth said to tell you she’s sending you a big, nonphysical hug, by the way.”

			“I’m really okay, and please give her a big hug back for me. As to helping, I figure you and Jason will be doing more than enough of that in the coming weeks.” She shook a finger at him. “Don’t get too accommodating and nice because of what you’ve learned. If so, I’ll take full advantage and make you do all my reports. Understand?” Though her words were delivered in a teasing tone, she was serious.

			Ethan ruffled her hair lightly. “Fine, shorty. I’ll remember to pick on you at least three times a week so you don’t get too comfortable. Deal?”

			Stacy batted his hand away, and when he made a face at her in response, she knew things between them would be fine.

			“So first things first,” Wyatt said, face grim. “Until we get you out of this, I have to place you on paid administrative leave. We’ve also filed the paperwork to officially list your credentials as missing, and I’ll need you to come by the office and sign that before you leave town. I’m sorry.”

			She felt the words like a blow even though she’d been expecting them. Coming after two months of desk duty, it was more of a slap than it normally would have been. “I figured as much. For how long?”

			He met her gaze steadily. “I don’t know.”

			The words he didn’t say sent a stillness through her, every cell in her body seeming to pause for an instant. With a calmness she didn’t feel, Stacy put the words out there. “I’m probably going to lose my badge over this, aren’t I?”

			“We’re going to do everything in our power to make sure that doesn’t happen,” he said.

			“That isn’t an answer,” she told him with a sad smile.

			“I know. Unfortunately, it’s the best I can give you right now. Ethan and Jason will be taking over your caseload. Jason’s in court, or he’d be here with us. I’ll leave it up to the three of you as to how you want to go about debriefing on the cases. Did Gordon tell you about his idea, about you two going to Louisville?”

			She nodded. “It makes sense.”

			Gordon stretched his arm out along the back of her chair, the move casual and something Stacy believed he did without thinking, given the way he tensed. When she didn’t protest, the tension in his arm faded. “Luckily, my house is still open down there. That will make the investigation easier, logistically speaking.”

			A waitress approached. “Lauren sent me over with coffee for everyone and your favorite cupcakes,” she told Stacy shyly. Lauren was the café’s owner and a friend. “She didn’t want to interrupt, and she had to run upstairs to take a call, but she sends her regards.”

			“Thank you,” Stacy told the girl. “Please let her know this is appreciated.”

			The men echoed the sentiment.

			“I will. Just holler if you need anything else.”

			“Wyatt said you still have connections in Louisville,” Ethan said to Gordon after she’d gone.

			“I do, and I have calls in to them. I think we should also consider contacting Charlie Clark and getting him started on extensive background checks of Stacy’s parents and the victim, as well as anyone else whose name comes up in this.”

			“I’ve already called him. Charlie’s good, and he’s fast. He’ll probably be reaching out to you today to get more information,” Wyatt told Stacy.

			“When are you two heading out?” Ethan asked.

			“This afternoon,” Stacy answered. “We’re going to start interviewing neighbors tomorrow and go from there.”

			Wyatt stood. “I want to hear from you every day until we get this thing settled, understand?”

			“Of course.” She’d expected nothing less.

			“Hopefully the autopsy and ballistics reports will be back soon,” Gordon said. “Those might tell us something useful. We’re almost certain Stacy didn’t shoot Everly—the trick is going to be proving it.”

			“Speaking of that, I had Gretchen forward you via e-mail the latest doctor’s report detailing Stacy’s progress in physical therapy and at the shooting range,” Wyatt told Gordon. “I don’t know if it will be enough to get the charges dropped, but at least it should steer the investigation where it needs to go—away from her.”

			Stacy nodded. “Thanks, Wyatt. We can hope.”

			“If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back across the street.” Wyatt came around and gave her a quick hug, then patted Gordon’s shoulder. “Be careful. If either of you needs anything at all, call me.”

			Gordon stood when he left. “I’m going to go say hi to Kat for a minute. I’ll be right back.”

			Once she and Ethan were alone, Stacy sighed and crossed her arms. “What’s the scuttlebutt around the department?”

			The dark-haired detective shrugged. “Mostly that they’d like to go to Hardin County and pound in some heads. Are you really okay?”

			“I’m holding things together, and I’m scared to death, but I think that’s about as good as can be expected right now.”

			“Probably. This bears repeating, I think—anything you need, don’t you dare hesitate to ask, you hear me? And that isn’t me getting soft on you,” Ethan said with a fierce scowl. “You’re like a sister to me. You’re not alone.”

			She had to swallow and look away, but she nodded. “Understood. What a mess.”

			“It is that.” As they watched Gordon chat with Kathryn at the end of the counter, Ethan spoke, his tone casual. “You know you’re going to have to put him out of his misery soon, right?”

			Stacy flushed. “You just worry about your wife and those babies. Let me worry about myself.” Beth was eight months pregnant with twins.

			His eyes were serious. “You could do a lot worse.”

			“I know. He’s a good man. I still think you all are building castles in the air.” Probably, she added in her mind. Tilting her head, she studied Ethan. “You really do like him, don’t you?”

			Ruefully, he smiled. “Yeah, but don’t you dare tell him that. He’s grown on me.” The two men had gotten off to a somewhat rocky start as Ethan had been jealous of Gordon’s close friendship with Beth before their marriage. “He’s not afraid to risk himself to protect the people he cares about—professionally and personally. That says a lot about a man’s character. He’s good with kids and with cats, and I’d trust him with Beth’s life as much as I’d trust anyone.”

			Stacy had to swallow past the lump that had risen in her throat. “High praise, sir.”

			“He’s earned it.”

			“The timing… even if he is interested in me…”

			He smiled. “Worse than mine and Beth’s timing? That’s turned out well enough.”

			His face was soft and open in a way that not many people got to see. He also had a point—he’d been battling alcohol addiction and Beth had been fighting PTSD related to her kidnapping and shooting when they’d married.

			“I’ll take your words under advisement. Now, about these cases you’ll be handling for me… at least I’m not on anything active right now, thanks to the hand injury. It’s all admin stuff.”

			As their talk turned to the investigations she had been working on, she knew what he’d said would linger in the back of her mind—or the front—for a while. Stacy thought the world of Ethan, and his opinion of Gordon mattered to her. So did his encouragement. If she’d not been in the middle of being a murder suspect, plagued by a faulty memory, and in the crosshairs of her vindictive mother, just that support alone might have been enough to give her the push she needed to take the first step with Gordon.

			The way things stood, however, she knew she had to be cautious. The last thing she wanted to do when she was so vulnerable was risk rejection or worse—not being rejected and being locked away for the rest of her life, leaving Gordon hanging in the balance. He’d already lost one woman he loved. She wasn’t about to put him through that again if she could help it.

			Charlie called as they were wrapping up. “Hey, I hear you’ve had some troubles. I’m so sorry. Do you have a minute to talk about that?”

			“Sure. Wyatt mentioned that he’d put you on this. I appreciate the help, Charlie.”

			Lauren’s husband huffed. “Seriously, given what I’ve heard, I don’t feel like I’m doing enough.” He paused, and Stacy heard his daughter, Katy, cooing in the background. “Hang on a second. Come here, sweetheart. Sorry—she wanted up. She’s teething, so we try to accommodate her every wish right now. Any chance you can come to the house so we can go over what I have and what I need?”

			“Absolutely. When?”

			“Now’s good—just don’t ring the bell if you don’t mind. I’m going to try to get Boo to go down for her nap.”

			Stacy smiled. “Noted. We’ll see you soon. Thanks again.” When Gordon walked up, she said, “If you’re ready to head out, we need to go see Charlie.”

			“Okay, sounds good.”

			Once they were in the car, she stretched out her legs and groaned. She was still achy here and there, and though it wasn’t even noon, she was already exhausted. “He said not to ring the doorbell. He’s trying to get Katy to nap. She’s teething and having a hard time, apparently.”

			“Poor kid.”

			Charlie met them at the door a few minutes later, his hair standing on end, with a fussy Katy in his arms. “Hey, kids, sorry. She’s having a bad day. Come on in.”

			When the baby laid eyes on Stacy, she whimpered and reached out with both hands.

			“Oh, sweetheart. Come here.” Stacy accepted her with a soothing sound and pressed a kiss to Katy’s forehead. “She’s a little warm.”

			“Yeah, it’s from the teething. I gave her a dose of medicine a little while ago. It should be kicking in soon. Although,” Charlie mused, watching her with the baby as he led them down the hall, “you seem to have the touch. Come on in to the living room. I’m set up in there today.”

			“Do you need us to come back another time?” Gordon asked.

			“No, I think we’ll be okay, especially if Boo settles down. Shoot, she seems so much happier now, I may not let you leave. She’s a good baby, so it’s been a little bit of a surprise that she’s having such a hard time with teething. Lauren said Ava was the same way. You seem to have some experience with fussy babies,” he told Stacy.

			She made a beeline for the rocking chair and eased down, arranging Katy so that the baby was comfortable. “I babysat from the time I was ten or so until I was old enough to work outside the house. Everyone in the trailer park sent their kids to me, including their babies. Do you have a teething ring?”

			He handed her a frozen, hard-plastic ring. “You should have ten or twelve. You’d make a good mother.”

			She smiled at Katy. “Oh, not that many. Three or four, maybe.” Realizing what she’d admitted and in front of whom, she froze. She didn’t look at Gordon, and her cheeks heated. “So we’ve got a little problem on our hands.”

			“That’s what Wyatt said. Brief me on what’s happening?”

			“Gordon, will you?”

			Clearing his throat, Gordon told Charlie about the murder, the charges, all of it—with the exception of what had happened to Stacy when she was seventeen. “We strongly suspect Pam Kirchner is behind this.”

			Charlie sat back, shaking his head. “Sometimes I wonder what the hell people are thinking. Sorry, Stacy.”

			“Thanks. Can you hand me a washcloth? Little Miss is producing copious amounts of drool.”

			“Oops! Sure thing. Here it is.” He handed her a soft cloth.

			“That’s a sweet girl. Yes, I think your meds are kicking in. You’ll be asleep in no time.” To Charlie, she said, “We need information, we need it fast, and we need it discreetly.”

			“That won’t be a problem. I’ve already gotten started on the basic backgrounds on you, your parents, the victim. Is there anyone else who should be added to the list?”

			Stacy didn’t want to admit it, but she had to consider that Maggie might be involved in this mess. “My mother’s best friend, Maggie Osborne.” She gave Charlie the woman’s information.

			“Will do. Do you have someplace safe to stay?”

			“She’ll be with me in Louisville,” Gordon answered. “We’re hoping to pull a rabbit out of our hats.”

			“Good luck. I’ll do anything I can to help. What do you need from me exactly?” Charlie asked. “I have a good idea—everything I can find—but I always like to ask.”

			“Everything you can find,” she confirmed. She stood. “This girl is ready for her nap. Where do you want her?”

			“Right here in the playpen.” Charlie made sure the pen was ready, and Stacy gently laid down a sleeping Katy. She gave a little whimper but didn’t wake.

			Once she was down, Charlie gave a long, hard sigh of relief. “You don’t know how much I appreciate you doing that. She knows this is my first rodeo, and I think she feeds off my stress. I was starting to think I was going to have to call Lauren home to soothe her.”

			Stacy smiled. “You’ll be fine. You might want to look at aromatherapy until she finishes teething. It really does help, I’ve read.” She resumed her seat. “As to the background checks, I’m hoping Maggie isn’t involved, but she might not be as innocent as I’d like her to be. Plus, my father disappeared when I was four, and there’s a chance Maggie might at least know something. It’s a good idea to add her, I think.”

			Charlie frowned. “Disappeared? As in police reports were filed or just walked away?”

			“As in we’re not sure. If there was any investigation started, I’ve not been able to find evidence of it,” Stacy said. “He was declared AWOL, and there’s no evidence he even existed after that day.” She told him when her father had disappeared, and Charlie wrote it down.

			“What does his family say about that?”

			Stacy played with the edge of the sleeve of her sweater. “I don’t know. I’ve never looked to see if he or my mother even have family still living. I barely managed to get the name of the town they grew up in out of Maggie, and I’m honestly not sure she told me the truth.”

			“What is the town?”

			“Lynchville, Kentucky. It’s down Sixty-Five near the Tennessee border.”

			Charlie made note of that. “I’ll do what I can and fast. I’m moving this to the front burner given the circumstances. With any luck, I should have definitive results in a day or two.”

			Stacy nodded. “You’ll probably find out some things I’d rather you didn’t.”

			His look was serious. “Nothing that will change things, I’m sure. We all have skeletons. If we’re lucky, we can keep those buried most of the time.”

			She blew out a hard breath. “Mine just dug themselves up and started running around. If you have everything you need, we need to hit the road.”

			“I do.” He walked them to the door. “If you two need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ask. Like I said earlier, I’ll help any way I can. You’ve come to our aid more than once in the past, and it’s the least I can do.”

			As they left, Stacy couldn’t speak. She simply didn’t have words to express what she was feeling. Hell, she didn’t know what she was feeling. Gratitude, embarrassment, anger, pain.

			Gordon seemed to understand her turmoil, and he didn’t press her to make small talk. He was simply there, quietly supporting her, making her fall for him even more without saying a single word. If the time came down the road for her to walk away from him, she didn’t know how she’d bear that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Once they were on the interstate heading to Louisville, Chloe settled safely in her crate in the backseat, Stacy asked about Gordon’s house. “How often do you go back?”

			“Every couple of weeks or so. I need to pack the place up and officially move to Leroy, but I’m focusing on the bar now. I figure I’ll need something to distract me after, while I wait for the results, and I’ll probably put it on the market then.”

			She tilted her head, watching him. “Is this the house you lived in when you were married?”

			“Yeah. Mallory designed it, and we had it built a few years before she died.”

			“What was she like?”

			The question clearly surprised him. “Mallory? She… she was alive.” He gave a dry laugh. “That’s an awkward way to describe someone who’s gone, but it’s how I think of her. She was full of energy, constantly on. She loved people, never met a stranger.”

			“How long were you married?” She felt a little guilty for asking, but she’d been curious for a long while and there was no better time to satisfy that curiosity.

			“Six years. We dated for ten months, got engaged, and got married a year later. Kat takes full credit for that—I was tutoring her in math, Mallory dared her to ask me out, she did, and Kat promptly turned the tables on her.”

			Stacy smiled. “Apparently so. What happened?”

			“Mallory had been through a bad break-up not long before I started tutoring Kat. She was gun-shy. But Kat kept talking about her, and it was pretty obvious she was only dating me to get me to go out with Mallory. I didn’t mind—Kat and I have never been interested in each other romantically. Kat stood me up one night in a particularly remote place, left me stuck with Mallory, and… yeah.” He gave an awkward shrug.

			“I guess it worked.” Stacy smiled.

			His answering smile was nostalgic. “I guess it did. That was thirteen years ago, before I’d even met Chase. She’s been gone now almost longer than we were married.”

			“That has to be hard to take.”

			He moved his shoulders restlessly. “It’s something you learn to live with, to accept. If you don’t want to crawl in the grave with the person who’s gone, you have to move on. For the first couple of years, maybe a little longer, I wasn’t sure I wanted to move on.”

			“What changed?”

			“My niece Emma was born. She had a lot of complications, and my brother stayed with me while she was in the hospital in Louisville. After a particularly harrowing stretch, we were both stressed out, and we took it out on each other physically. It woke me up, and I started patching my life back together.”

			“Is your niece okay now?”

			His smile was full of love and happiness. “Emma is wonderful. Precocious, smart as a whip—and she keeps my brother on his toes.”

			“Sounds to me like she’s got her uncle wrapped around her little finger,” she teased.

			“She does. No question about it. She actually looks more like me than she does Garrett, so I have to give him a hard time about that.”

			“So you’re close to your brother?”

			He downshifted to pass a slow-moving truck. “We are now. We weren’t growing up though. He’s ten years younger than me, and I didn’t see him until he was six.”

			She turned in her seat so that she was facing him more fully. “How come?”

			Gordon didn’t answer immediately. He blew out a tense breath. “I guess you might as well know. He was born after I went into foster care when I was ten.”

			Utterly stunned, Stacy slowly shook her head. “What happened?”

			“It helps if you understand who my parents are. Don and Tess Gordon are devout Christians. Dad uses religion as a tool and a weapon in turns. Mom, for whatever reason, won’t see him for what he is. For what he does and how he does it.”

			So much made sense now, comments he’d made since she’d known him here and there. “Aren’t you agnostic?”

			His smile held no humor or warmth. “I am. Which came as no surprise to my father, who thinks I’m the devil incarnate. Literally, not figuratively. He thinks I’m the true spawn of Satan. It’s the green eyes, you know. Devil eyes.”

			“Galen, no.” Instinctively, she touched his arm, not even realizing she’d used his name until he sent her a stunned look. She froze for an instant, then pulled back. “That’s ludicrous. How could he believe that?”

			“His God told him to,” he said softly. “See, my father is a preacher, a pious man of God, and Dad’s word is law. At least, that’s what I grew up believing.”

			“I thought you were an Army brat.”

			“I was,” he confirmed. “Dad was a tank guy. He was old-school Army—he liked to drink. Every weekend, he’d get loaded, then he’d start in on me or Mom, usually when she tried to protect me. He left my sister alone, and after a while, my mother learned to get out of his way when he was drunk.”

			Stacy had a good idea of what was coming. “Which left you to what, fend him off by yourself?”

			“Pretty much. When he wasn’t drinking, he basically ignored me. When he drank, he tried to beat the devil out of me. And when I was ten, I woke up sick one Saturday morning. I remember this horrible pain in my side and puking my guts out. He was on the couch, sleeping off a drunk, and Mom kept trying to shush me, keep me quiet. She didn’t want to wake him. But it hurt so bad, I couldn’t stop crying. When he did wake up, she told him she needed to take me to the doctor. He forbade it. Said I was faking, that it was Satan making me act out. He got his belt out and started whaling away.”

			His knuckles were white where his hands clenched the steering wheel, and as she watched, he visibly tried to relax.

			“It wasn’t the first time he’d used the belt—far from it. I’d always been able to stay quiet before. It gave me power over him, the only kind of power I had, and I took what I could. This time? I hurt too much, and I started screaming. One of the neighbors heard and came over. She saw what was going on and called the cops. They took me to the hospital and him to jail. By the time they got me in the ER, I had a ruptured appendix. That’s what hurt so much.”

			She was heartsick. “What the hell was your mother thinking, letting him do that to you? You were a baby.”

			“She was following the creed she thought a good wife should.”

			“Unbelievable. Are your parents still alive?”

			He glanced at her. “Yes. I don’t ever see them or talk to them though.”

			“Good. I don’t see how you keep from killing him. God, I shouldn’t say that, especially with this stupid murder charge hanging over my head, but it’s true.”

			“He’s not worth it. And don’t feel like you need to censor yourself—I hope you know you can tell me anything, good or bad. This is a no-judgment zone.” He gestured between them.

			“I’ll keep that in mind.” A bit flustered by his openness, she checked on Chloe, who was dozing. “So I’m guessing that’s when you were put in foster care.”

			“Immediately, as was my sister. Apparently, my mother didn’t even know she was pregnant with Garrett at that point.”

			“I can’t imagine your dad’s actions went over well with the Army.”

			“They didn’t. He was discharged and spent six months in the brig. After that, the folks moved back to Clay County, which is where my mother is from, and he set up shop as a preacher. He quit drinking, but it didn’t really improve his disposition any.”

			“Did you get placed with a good family?”

			He nodded and smiled. “The best. The Howards are probably the reason I’m not in prison right now, if you want the truth.” He told her about the warm, loving couple who’d opened their home and their hearts to him. “They’re humble people, but they’re so open-minded, so caring. I try to go see them a couple of times a year even though they’re in California now.”

			“How long were you with them?”

			“Almost six years. My sister was able to go back home after a few months, when my father proved to the state that he wasn’t a danger to her or to my brother. I didn’t get sent back until I was sixteen and some wise-ass social worker decided a travesty of justice had occurred by leaving me ‘orphaned’ for so long.”

			Stacy’s laugh was bitter. “Why do I think that didn’t turn out so well?”

			“Because you’re smart?”

			“Or because I’ve seen the system and how bad things can go. What happened?”

			“I rebelled. Big time. Fell in with the wrong crowd and ended up in juvie after I got caught stealing cars. Reggie Howard appealed to the judge at my sentencing hearing and managed to convince the man that I was only reacting to a bad situation, that I wasn’t really the devil my father tried to portray me as.”

			“Obviously he had some success, and thank God for it.”

			“Some. I was given two choices—the Army or prison.” When she sent him a shocked look, he grimaced. “Did I mention that it was an interstate car theft ring?”

			She whistled. “No, you left that out. How old were you?”

			“Seventeen. The Howards managed to help me get my GED, and into the Army I went. It was the only choice I had, and I knew that even while I resented being forced to have one more thing in common with my old man. I asked the judge for a different branch—any branch—but he had a son in the Army already, so I went. I was in for three years, hurt my knee, got out, and started school. I attended classes during the day, worked at night, or vice versa, and didn’t have much time for anything else.”

			“I’d say not. When did you meet Mallory?”

			“My first year of law school.”

			She whistled. “How in the world did you juggle everything?”

			He blew out a breath. “I don’t know. I was young and too stupid to realize how heavy the load really was, I guess. By the time I got into law school, I’d managed to pick up a couple of scholarships, but still… in those days, hamburger was a treat. It didn’t help that Mallory came from money.”

			Stacy could imagine that hadn’t been comfortable for him. After all, she thought about how uncomfortable she was with the idea that he’d paid her bond, and she wasn’t a dead-broke college student. “Ouch. That couldn’t have been… I can see how that could be an obstacle.”

			“Yeah, you could say that.”

			They’d reached the outskirts of Louisville, and Gordon slowed to take an exit. Before long, they were driving through a charming neighborhood. All the trees were greening up, and the spring flowers were starting to really pop. To Stacy’s horror, the houses were getting larger and larger, the yards between them farther apart.

			“We’re just driving through this neighborhood to get to the modest, middle-class house you lived in, right?” She knew that if the real estate market in Louisville was anything like it was in Leroy, they were getting into the multi-million-dollar price range. His paying her bond was suddenly making a lot more sense.

			His cheeks flushed, and he moved uncomfortably in his seat. “Um, not exactly. Mallory came from money and… well.” He glanced at her. “Not what you were expecting?”

			“Not exactly, no.”

			He sat back with a sigh. “I was afraid of that.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Ever since he’d paid her bond, Gordon had been dreading revealing the truth about his finances to Stacy. Thanks to his late wife and her estate, he was ridiculously wealthy. It wasn’t something he advertised—it was just a fact of his life.

			When they’d realized Mallory wasn’t going to beat the cancer that ravaged her, she’d started planning her estate. Gordon had argued that he didn’t want the money; she had insisted he take it.

			“What happens if, years down the road, you decide to remarry and have a family? And if, God forbid, something happens and you face a situation like what we’re going through, don’t you want to have the resources to be able to take care of them?”

			Gordon had been angry, devastated by the suggestion that he would ever remarry, but Mallory had made up her mind, and there was no changing it. When Emma was born, he’d been able to use some of that money to help her, which had made him see Mallory’s point. That hadn’t been a drop on how he’d felt when Maria had called about Stacy. That night, he’d come close to thanking God for Mallory’s foresight, he’d been so grateful.

			As he pulled the car into the driveway, he glanced at Stacy to see how she reacted to the house. Set in the middle of five acres of prime Jefferson County real estate, the sprawling contemporary house screamed understated wealth. Judging by the look on her face, she realized that.

			“Just how much are you worth, if you don’t mind my asking?”

			Gordon winced. “I don’t mind. I just don’t want to answer. It’s embarrassing.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I didn’t earn it.”

			She gave a short laugh as she unbuckled her seat belt. “Gordon, you and I are a pair, aren’t we? I can’t accept help, and you aren’t comfortable with this. It’s only… it’s only money, damn it. In the end, it doesn’t really matter. If I say that enough, I might convince myself it’s true.”

			He snorted. “Convince me too, will you? I know you’re right. As to the question, five million, more or less. If you include the house, it’s closer to seven.” When Stacy stared at him, he tried to smile, but he couldn’t quite get his mouth to work. “I’m sorry?”

			She closed her eyes, swallowed, and shook her head. “It’s a lot to take in. After a week of lots of things to take in.”

			He couldn’t say much more, and once the garage door was down, he got out and unloaded the car. Bag in one hand, Chloe’s carrier in the other, he led Stacy inside the house. Their footsteps echoed on the hardwood floor.

			“Great room is obviously here to your right, kitchen to the left. Past the kitchen is the hall that leads to the bedrooms.” The open, airy space always surprised him after having been tucked away in the condo he was renting from Chase.

			“It’s a beautiful house,” Stacy said, walking across the open great room to peer out the wall of windows that looked over the backyard and trees beyond. “Mallory designed it?”

			“Yes,” he answered as he let Chloe out of her cage. She eased out with a stretch, then took off to stand beside Stacy and chatter at a squirrel who was sunning on the patio. “Designed it, drove the builders crazy, decorated it.”

			Stacy turned. “I don’t know how you can walk away from this. It’s gorgeous.”

			He grinned self-consciously. “You mean especially since I’m going to a two-bedroom condo, right? It’s been an adjustment—I won’t say it hasn’t. But I’m adaptable. Until I was ten years old, I lived in one run-down trailer or apartment after another.” The grin faded. “This isn’t where my life is now, where I want to be, as nice as the house is. I’ll show you to your room.”

			He led her down the hall to the last room on the left, past his office. “How’s this? You’ll have your own bathroom too. I’m across the way.”

			He ignored the closed door at the end of the hall. Stacy glanced at it but thankfully didn’t say anything.

			“This is, as I’m sure you know, more than acceptable. I’ve stayed in bed-and-breakfasts that weren’t this nice,” she told him as she set down her carry-on bag and her soft-sided briefcase.

			“Thanks. I’m going to get Chloe settled in, then we should probably see about getting some groceries. Say thirty minutes?”

			“Sure. Do you need help?”

			He shook his head. “Nope, I have it. We’re old hands at this by now, aren’t we, Chloe?”

			The cat, who was playing with his shoestrings, looked up when he said her name and gave a trilling meow, then she took off like a shot down the hall.

			“I’ll bring your other bags in once I take care of her.” With a quick smile for Stacy, he took off after Chloe.

			In the kitchen, he got down a bowl and filled it with fresh water, then set it on the rug next to her empty food bowl. She gave it a quick sniff, then rubbed against the wall, looking up at him with a loud purr.

			“Hungry? Okay, let me get you something.”

			As he moved around the kitchen getting Chloe’s lunch pulled together, he thought about Stacy’s reaction to the house and to learning about his net worth. He was very much afraid that any ground he’d gained in the last few months with her had been lost with that one revelation. Then again… she’d taken it better than he’d expected. Time would tell. He simply had to find the patience to wait for the story to unfold.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			In the bedroom, Stacy was busy unpacking her small bag, trying not to be jealous of a dead woman. She’d needed to know about Mallory if for no other reason than to satisfy her own curiosity. But hearing Gordon talk about her… a blind man could see that he’d loved Mallory, and seeing that brought home all the insecurities Stacy had been feeling of late.

			She’d just finished putting her underwear in the antique tiger-oak dresser when he knocked.

			He set her luggage at the foot of the bed as she turned around. “Here these are. I’m going to take a quick look around outside, then we can go get some food, okay?”

			“Sure.” When he turned to leave, she stopped him. “Gordon? If I haven’t said it, I really appreciate all of this. Thank you. Seriously, I’d be in a world of hurt without you.”

			He spread his hands, looking uncomfortable. “I’m glad I could help. Tell you what, help me study, and we’ll call it even.”

			She laughed. “Seriously? I didn’t know study partners were so hard to come by these days.”

			His eyebrows rose. “Don’t you laugh. It’s a vicious world out there. Do you know Chase keeps threatening to take an ad out on Craigslist or send me to some perky law student half my age? Please don’t do that to me.”

			Hands on her hips, Stacy rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “Well, if it will save you from a law school prostitute serial killer, I guess it’s the least I can do.”

			His answering grin showed off his dimples. “Good. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

			His footsteps echoed back down the hall, and after a few seconds, she heard him open and close a distant door. She quickly finished unpacking, then went into the bathroom to freshen up. If she hadn’t known she was in a private home, she would have sworn she was visiting a luxury bed-and-breakfast.

			Eyeing the garden tub and its jets with longing, she sighed. “If these are going to be my last few weeks of freedom, I might as well enjoy them.”

			When she came out, she heard Gordon talking to Chloe. He was conversing with the cat as though she were human, and to Stacy’s amusement, Chloe was responding with pips and chatters. Peeking around the corner, Stacy could see into the open family room where Gordon was standing, swinging a stick with a string on the end. Chloe chased it, leaping into the air, chattering the whole time.

			After one particularly less-than-graceful flight, Stacy couldn’t prevent a laugh from bubbling out, and she clapped her hand over her mouth as Gordon turned a startled gaze to her.

			“Sorry, I—”

			Her words were interrupted by the doorbell, and Gordon’s smile quickly turned into a scowl. He put the stick down and reached across to his left hip, where Stacy knew he carried a handgun. She reached for her own gun, only to curse when she realized it wasn’t on her hip. Following him, she stood just out of sight around the corner.

			“We’re being paranoid,” he told her as he walked to the door. “But paranoid keeps people alive.” He looked out one of the windows set into the wall beside the door, and Stacy heard him curse under his breath. “We’re clear. It’s one of my neighbors.”

			“Not one you’re fond of, I’m guessing,” she said as he unlocked the door.

			“Henceforth, I shall call you Mistress Understatement,” he told Stacy, then opened the door. He immediately took two steps back and left it wide open. “Shelly. Hi.”

			“Hiya, handsome,” the tall, curvy blonde on the porch drawled. With a slinky move, she eased inside the foyer, edging close to Gordon. “I thought you said you weren’t going to be back for another couple of weeks. I knew you couldn’t stay away. Are you finally ready to come over and have that dinner I keep promising you?” As she spoke, the blonde reached out a hand to run down his bare arm.

			Gordon cleared his throat and threw a panicked look toward Stacy as he hurried over to where she stood. “Sweetheart, come meet our neighbor. Shelly, this is my fiancée, Stacy. Honey, this is our neighbor, Shelly.” Gently, he grabbed her hand and tugged her into the foyer, placing her in front of him, his hands resting on her shoulders.

			It was all Stacy could do to not burst out laughing, but she played along. She couldn’t decide which was more amusing—Gordon’s absolute panic or the poleaxed expression on the blonde’s face. Disconcerted, Shelly kept opening and closing her mouth. She looked from Stacy to Gordon and back, eyeing the bruises on Stacy’s face with something akin to horror.

			“Galen has told me so much about you,” Stacy said, plastering on a sugary smile. She stepped back closer to Gordon and let her full weight rest on one booted foot, which she planted firmly over his bare toes. He didn’t grunt, but his hands tightened on her shoulders. “I’ve been very anxious to meet you.”

			Shelly’s mouth drew into a pinch, a look Stacy cattily thought showed off the wrinkles around her lips to great advantage.

			“Isn’t this sudden? I didn’t think Gordon was dating anyone.”

			He leaned his hip against Stacy’s, forcing her off of his foot. “It was rather sudden, but you know, with the baby and all.”

			When he patted her belly, Stacy felt herself flush.

			Understanding moved through Shelly’s eyes, but a hint of concern was there as well. “What happened to your face?”

			“Car wreck. And well, you know… bedroom things.” Stacy did her best to try to look embarrassed.

			“I… see. Well, then, I supposed congratulations are in order,” Shelly said, her voice jerky. “I hate to rush off, but I can see you’re busy. Nice to meet you.”

			She nodded at Stacy, sent a fulminating glare at Gordon, then stalked down the walk and across the grass. They watched her go for a minute, then Gordon limped to the door and closed it. Stacy managed to hold her laughter inside for a few more seconds, but then it erupted. She doubled over, unable to hide her amusement.

			“Sh-hhhhhhh, she’ll hear you,” Gordon said, whispering loudly. “Stop laughing. It’s not funny. And I think you broke my toes.” He sent her a wounded look that only made her laugh harder. “That can’t be good for the baby, you know. You’re going to tear something, you’re laughing so hard.”

			“Oh, you knave,” Stacy scolded him through her laughter. “I can’t believe you did that. Don’t tell me you’re afraid of her. ‘Meet my fiancée, Stacy. She’s pregnant. We have to get married.’”

			“Knave, huh? Haven’t heard that one in a while.” He ambled over to where she stood, still chuckling, and narrowed his gaze at her. “I’ll have you know that I have tried everything short of telling her I’m gay to get that woman to leave me alone. Her husband left her a year ago, and she’s been chasing me ever since. She has three children who are truly spawns of Satan himself, and I can never tell if she’s happy, angry, sad, whatever, because she’s so full of Botox. She terrifies me.” His words sent Stacy off again, her gales of laughter echoing back down the hall. “And ‘bedroom things’? I hope they were good bedroom things at least.”

			Grinning, she gave him a quick once-over. “Oh, I’d imagine so.” Wiping her eyes, she straightened. “Would you really have told her you were gay?”

			He crossed his arms. “I was considering it, yes. You have no idea—women aren’t the only ones who get chased down, you know. I’ve never been so pursued in my life.”

			“Poor baby. It must be hard being so handsome,” she teased before she sobered. “I’m sorry you have to put up with that.”

			Gordon smiled. “You think I’m handsome?”

			Stacy ignored the question and walked back into the family room to pet Chloe. “I didn’t hurt your toes, did I?”

			“That little pressure? Nah, I barely felt it. You don’t weigh anything. If you’re ready, we probably should go.” He limped in an exaggerated fashion as he followed her to the back door and slid on his shoes. “After all, we need to make sure you stay well fed for the baby’s sake.”

			“Yes, Galen.”

			He caught her hand. “That’s twice, Anastasia.”

			Instead of pulling away, she held still. “I’m still not scared of you.”

			“That’s good to know,” he answered, every bit as serious.

			The moment stretched as they locked gazes, and even though he was only touching her hand, it felt intimate, personal.

			Clearing his throat, he opened the door to the garage. “Groceries. We need food.”

			When he let go of her hand, Stacy almost felt bereft. She laced her fingers together, trying to pretend she wasn’t turned completely upside down by the simple act of the man touching her so casually.

			As they drove into town, she couldn’t help wondering what true intimacy with Gordon might be like. Would she pull away in horror and anxious fear, or would it be different with him? Would she be different with him? There was only one way to find out, and she didn’t know if she’d ever be brave enough to try. She flashed back to a conversation she’d had with Beth and Annie a year ago about Gordon—how he was completely unattached—and Beth and Annie’s firm belief that she needed to seduce him.

			The sad thing, and the thing Stacy had told them then, was that she wouldn’t know where to start. She was barely comfortable going on dates with guys and kissing, never mind anything more. That innocence—the ability to be a normal woman interested in a man and unafraid to show it—was possibly the thing she resented her mother the most for having stolen.

			She’d talked to Maria some about her hang-ups—recently even. Following an absolutely disastrous lunch the two of them had taken at Cristos’s Deli a couple of weeks ago, a lunch from which Stacy had fled, she had felt she owed Maria an apology. She’d been tied up in court following the incident, but as soon as she was able, she’d made her way to Maria’s office.

			“Hey, you busy?” she’d asked.

			“Not at all.” Maria was digging through a desk drawer but straightened at Stacy’s knock. “Come on in and close the door. Are you okay?”

			“I guess.” She sank into the chair in front of the desk and groaned, rubbing her forehead. “I’m sorry about lunch.”

			“Seriously? You’re not going there,” Maria said. “But I’ll tell you who is sorry—Maxi Cristos. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a grown woman get chewed out so well by her mother. Carla lit into her like you don’t even want to know. By the time she was done, I think Maxi was agreeing to scrub the toilets for six months just to appease her. I didn’t think things had gotten that serious between you and Andre.”

			Maxi, Andre’s sister, had made snide and very personal remarks to Stacy about her failed relationship with Andre, remarks that had called into question Stacy’s sexual orientation and possible frigidity.

			“I guess it depends on how you look at it. We got a little beyond kissing, and I couldn’t go any further. It was a disaster.”

			“Why didn’t you say something? You know you didn’t have to go through that alone.” Maria’s face was sad and earnest, and the offer was sincere. Still…

			Stacy knew her laugh was bitter. “What was there to say? ‘I’ve screwed up another relationship because I can’t stomach being touched’? I couldn’t admit that. Rehashing it wouldn’t have served any useful purpose.” She scrubbed her hands over her face again.

			“I know you have a lot of hope riding on this thing with Gordon—that he’ll magically be different, we’ll fall in love, have the picket fence, the whole nine yards. But I don’t think that’s going to happen. He’s going to end up being like all the rest of them. I’m too much trouble—too much of a hassle for too little return. Especially when there are so many women out there who don’t have my hang-ups.”

			Maria hissed out an aggravated breath. “That’s not fair to you or Gordon. He’s deeper than that.”

			“It may not be fair, but I can’t get my hopes up again, especially after he spent the night at my house and disappeared a few days later.”

			“At least give him a chance to explain.”

			“I will, but I don’t expect it to change things. It’s time I accept the truth—I’m not cut out for a lasting, deep relationship.” Seeing the distress on Maria’s face, she held out a hand. “I’m tired. I’ve not been sleeping, and I need some rest. Everything will look better tomorrow, I’m sure.”

			Maria frowned. “If it doesn’t, you’re going to the doctor. Or the counselor. You’ve been down ever since the accident. It still chills me to think about what happened. You and Robbie were so lucky.”

			“I know. I’m still having the occasional nightmare, and I know from talking to him that he is too.” She rubbed her wrist reflexively as a twinge of phantom pain flared through it. “If he hadn’t reacted so quickly when that guy rammed us…”

			She had gone with Robbie to serve a warrant, and the man they were after had turned the tables on them. He’d come at them in his truck, pinning their cruiser against a guardrail. He’d been in the process of loading his shotgun when Robbie shot and killed him. The cruiser had been totaled, and Robbie and Stacy had ended up on desk duty for a while, as well as in physical therapy for their injuries.

			“As to this low mood you insist I’m having, I’m still blaming the anesthesia. It can take six months to get out of a person’s system, you know. I told you I don’t react well to sedation. I’ll be fine after I’ve gotten a chance to sweat some of this out of my system.” She stood. “You stop worrying about me. You have other things to think about now. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

			But instead of the low mood lifting, it had lingered. Stacy had simply taken pains to hide from her friend how unsettled she was, not wanting to worry her.

			Now, with her entire life crashing down around her, the sad thing was she didn’t know if she’d ever get the chance to try one last time for normalcy, for a relationship. She hadn’t realized until that moment how much she’d been hoping things would be different with Gordon, and the knowledge shook her. At the same time, it made her more determined than ever to make sure the resolution in this mess was one she could live with.

			She was tired of letting her past determine her future, and while she knew she might not have a choice—that things might not work out to her advantage in the long run on several fronts—she was damned well going to do her best to stop getting in her own way.

			[image: ]

			With groceries purchased and put up, supper cooked and eaten, and the kitchen cleaned up, Stacy felt restless. She wasn’t used to sharing her life day in and day out with another person, and the forced proximity was wearing on her.

			“So what now?” she asked as she did one last sweep of the kitchen counters. Since Gordon had cooked, she had insisted on doing the cleaning.

			He grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and offered it to her, then got one for himself. “We still have some things to talk about. I’ve tried not to push you because I knew you weren’t ready, but it’s time. I’m sorry.”

			Her heart sank, and she groaned as she followed him into the family room. “I was hoping this all would go away before we got to this point.”

			“I know.” He took a corner of the leather couch. “I have a lot of questions, and we need to talk about our strategy for tomorrow too.”

			Taking a seat on the opposite corner of the couch, she tucked her feet up underneath her and pulled a blanket down off the back to cover up with. Even though it was warm outside, the air in the house was cold, and she needed the comfort the blanket offered. “Then let’s make sure we cover it all and get it over with, all right? I don’t like talking about the past.”

			His eyes were sympathetic. “I know. How about some quid pro quo? For every question I ask, you get to ask one as well.”

			“I guess that’s fair. Why don’t you start?”

			Chloe, who had been asleep on an ottoman in front of the windows, stretched and came over to lie between them on the couch.

			Gordon petted her, then relaxed back into his corner. “I know the bare bones story about what happened when you were seventeen. I need to hear about that from your side of things.”

			“I don’t know much more than the bare facts, at least not as far as what happened. She drugged me, you see—just like this week. Which makes me a bigger fool than ever for going down there, I guess.”

			“Stacy, stop. Yes, going in alone was probably not the smartest thing you’ve ever done. But you’re a trained law enforcement officer. I have it on good authority that you can take down men twice your size without breaking a sweat.” When she huffed, he smiled briefly. “My point is, you had every reasonable expectation of being able to protect yourself. Anyone would have given what you’ve accomplished.”

			For several minutes, she wasn’t able to speak. What he was saying made sense, though she hated to admit it. “It’s easier to blame myself than admit I couldn’t control the situation.”

			“What would you advise someone else who was in your shoes?”

			She sighed. “To let it go and try to move on. Damn it, I hate logic sometimes. Back to what happened—I’d been staying with Maggie Osborne. She’s the closest thing to a mother I’ve ever had. But she had to go out of town for the weekend, and I’d been feeling under the weather. I went home, and I took some cold medicine, laid down to rest. The next thing I knew, I woke up with my mother’s boyfriend on top of me. His best friend was right beside him, cheering him on.” As she remembered the hours of pain and abuse, she shuddered.

			“I didn’t think it was ever going to end,” she mused softly, sadness creeping into her voice. “They just laughed and laughed, and they wouldn’t stop. The more I pleaded, the worse it got. I know now that they were sexual sadists. For one of the men, I wasn’t the first girl he’d raped. By God, I was the last.”

			Gordon cleared his throat. “How so? Because he was arrested?”

			“That, but I also managed to get a hold of one of their knives. They… they cut me up a little,” she confessed, ducking her head to watch Chloe as she thought about the scars on her breasts and belly. “Anyhow, they finally finished what they were doing, and they left me on the floor. One of their knives had fallen off the bed, and I grabbed it. When they came back in for another round, I attacked. I managed to partially castrate the one man. I don’t remember screaming myself, though I remember vividly the sounds he made. Regardless, the commotion brought the neighbors rushing over.”

			“They called the cops?”

			She nodded. “Yes. They literally saved my life. The men had been talking about how to dispose of my body, you see. They knew I’d never keep my mouth shut, and they weren’t about to leave a witness behind.” She heard Gordon’s sharply indrawn breath, but she didn’t look at him. “My mother, when the cops found her, swore that she hadn’t known they were going to kill me. At the time, I believed her. I was no good to her dead. Now, though? I think she knew all along what they had planned.”

			“Did you ever find out why she did it? Why she set you up?”

			Stacy scoffed. “Oh, yes. She got paid to do it—one thousand dollars. That’s a lot of money to someone like Pam. As a bonus, she got to ‘bring me down a notch.’ See, I was a straight-A student, and I’d known since I was twelve years old that I wanted to be a cop. Pam has never had much use for the straight and narrow. It’s hard to get ahead if you’re honest and poor. Her opinion, not mine.”

			She chanced looking at him. His face was drawn, jaw clenched, and her heart sank. It wasn’t so much that she had to recount the events of so long ago, but watching the way people changed when they looked at her—people she knew, people who respected her—that was the part of the whole ordeal that hurt the most. The last thing she wanted to see in Gordon’s eyes was pity. The last thing she’d expected to see in his gaze was raw anger and pain, but there it was.

			“Do you have any idea what I’d like to do to your mother right now? Damn it, parents are supposed to protect their children. I need a minute. I’m sorry.” He got up and stalked to the window, hands on his hips as he stared out over the darkening backyard.

			Even though he was muttering, she could hear his virulent swearing from the couch. When Chloe anxiously meowed from beside her, Stacy scooped her up. “It’s okay, sweetie. He’s not upset at you.”

			The cat quieted and gazed back at her with intelligent green eyes so like Gordon’s that it was eerie. After a few minutes, he returned.

			“I’m sorry. I just—I’m sorry. I told myself I wouldn’t react, and damn it… I don’t like thinking of you being hurt,” he said, his voice low.

			She managed a small smile. “I understand, believe me. We’ll work certain cases and…” She shook her head. “I moved past it. I didn’t let that one event determine my life—or most of it anyhow. I’m more than one traumatic night can make me.”

			“I know that. I’ve also watched you. That night affects you more than you let on,” he said quietly.

			Stacy’s heart stuttered. “What do you mean?”

			He met her gaze. “You don’t like to be touched. Not even by the people you respect most—Wyatt, Maria, Ethan. And you don’t touch many people either.”

			Stunned, she stared at him, mouth slightly agape. “How did you—I didn’t realize it was that obvious.”

			“I don’t think it is, not to most people. You take pains to make sure they don’t pick up on it. But I watch, and I see, and I’ve wondered about the reasons behind your reticence. I should have known it was something like what happened, but I just couldn’t see you as a victim. If anything, I figured you were that shy.”

			Stacy was torn between feeling flustered that he’d been paying such close attention to her and being flattered that he’d never considered her a victim. She sat quietly, lost in thought.

			After a few minutes, he spoke. “Tell me this—how did she manage to drug you all those years ago?”

			“I think she got me to take something. Like I said, I was fairly sick. When she came home that evening—it was a Friday—she found me asleep in bed. When I sleep, especially when I’m sick, I’m nearly impossible to wake up.”

			“Or when you’re exhausted,” he cut in. “Like last night.”

			She gave an embarrassed laugh. “Or like last night, yes. So anyhow, it was easy enough for her to wake me up enough to make me take something, or she could have shot me up. That’s what the doctors figured she did. And it was all downhill from there.”

			“Let me ask you this—and please don’t think I’m judging. Why did you go when she called? I don’t understand why you would even answer her calls, much less go see her, not after what she did.”

			Stacy looked at Chloe, who was on her back and purring up at her. “I—it’s hard to explain. I’ve been asking myself that since I came to. Before that, really.” She sighed and tried to find the words. “The last few weeks, the last couple of months, they’ve been hard. If she had called me any time other than when she did, I probably wouldn’t have gone. I’d have turned her in without a moment’s hesitation, and I’d have been done with her. But she did catch me at a low point. She dangled a carrot I couldn’t resist.”

			When she didn’t continue, Gordon made a motion with his hand.

			With a heavy sigh, she explained. “My father, Matt Kirchner—he disappeared when I was four. I’ve never known what happened to him. When she told me she was dying, that she wanted to make restitution, that she would tell me where he was, I had to go.”

			“I can understand that.”

			“Can you? Then maybe you can explain it to me.” She eased Chloe back down to the couch. “I was so… lost. What I’m about to tell you, it stays between us, okay?”

			“Cross my heart.”

			“Maria’s pregnant.”

			Instantly, Gordon’s eyes lit up, and he smiled. “No kidding? Well, that was fast. She and Wyatt haven’t been married what, two months?”

			Stacy felt her own smile start. “Last I checked, marriage was not a prerequisite for pregnancy. But yes, it’s… unexpected. They’re thrilled, but they’d wanted a little more time before starting a family. That’s why they moved up the wedding.”

			His eyebrows shot up. “How far along is she?”

			“About five months. She’s been wearing baggy clothes to cover it up, but she’s getting to the point that hiding isn’t possible. They didn’t want to tell people right away. They didn’t want that kind of scrutiny.”

			“That’s sad but reasonable given how wild small-town gossip can be. But why does that upset you so much? Do you think she and Wyatt shouldn’t be having kids or shouldn’t have married?”

			She waved in protest and laughed. “Oh, no. I think they’re perfect for each other, and I’m tickled to death that she’s pregnant. And this sounds so selfish, I hate even saying it out loud…” Swallowing, she touched her fingertip to Chloe’s nose.

			The kitten clamped her white paws around it, drawing the finger into her mouth to chew on.

			“Everyone around me is pairing off, having families. Ethan and Beth are just weeks away from having twins. Jason married Hannah, and they have Paulo,” she continued, referring to Beth’s brother, who was a detective-in-training at the sheriff’s department. “Kathryn’s even dating someone. I just… I guess I’m jealous.”

			“Kathryn’s dating someone?” he asked, obviously surprised. “Who?”

			Grateful for the distraction, she shrugged. “I dunno. I’ve asked, and all she does is smile. But she’s definitely seeing someone. You didn’t know?”

			“No. I’ll keep my eyes open though. So why do you think feeling lonely makes you selfish? What you’re feeling is no different than what most of the rest of us experience.”

			With patent disbelief, Stacy raised an eyebrow. “Really? You mean to tell me that when all your friends get engaged, married, and start families, and all you can think about is how it isn’t fair that you don’t have that, you’re not being selfish?” She snorted and resettled herself on the couch, moving her feet so that they rested flat on the cushion between them. “Pull the other one.”

			“Well, if you put it that way. I mean, all you do is go around and whine about how lonely you are, and you won’t let them have a happy moment or share their happiness with you. What was I thinking?” he drawled. “You’re incredibly selfish.”

			Stacy tossed one of the couch’s throw pillows at him, which he caught. “You know that’s not what I mean. I should have known better than try to explain.”

			When she started to get up, his hand shot out and grabbed hers, stopping her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make light of your feelings. It’s just that you’re beating yourself up over something most everyone feels at some point or another, myself included. Give yourself a break—that only means that you’re human. And you have issues most of us don’t have to deal with. You don’t let your loneliness infringe on other people’s happiness, and you have a right to feel the way you do. Just forgive yourself for feeling it in the first place. That’s all I’m saying.” Very slowly, he removed his hand from hers and sat back.

			She looked away and bit her lip, blinking rapidly to clear her stinging eyes. “I can’t stand to be touched. You noticed it yourself. I go home every night to an empty house, and I go to bed alone. I have nightmares, I get sick, and I’m alone. When I wake up, there’s no one there to greet me.” She had to swallow before she could continue. “Do you realize that I have no one? Aside from my friends in Leroy, and aside from Maggie, if I died tomorrow, no one would care.”

			Angry at herself, she swiped at the tears tracking down her cheeks, but she continued. “I don’t have a family to go home to at Thanksgiving, at Christmas. I have to mooch off friends, or I volunteer for those shifts so people with families don’t have to work. I don’t have someone to hold me when I’m scared. Aside from Maria, there’s really no one I feel comfortable telling my secrets to. Even as close as we are, there are a lot of things she doesn’t know about my past. And everywhere I turn, for months now, everyone I know is building a life. I can’t even let a man kiss me without freezing up. How the hell am I supposed to build a relationship with someone, start a family?”

			She realized she was shouting and that she’d stood, but she couldn’t stop. The emotions had been dammed up for too long, and there wasn’t any holding them back now. “So when my mother called me and told me she was finally willing to tell me about my father, I jumped at the chance. Because maybe, just maybe, I’d be able to find someone who—who… I don’t even know what I thought. That he’d love me. That it would turn out he’d gone away and lost his memory or he’d been forced to stay away all these years. And instead, I ended up damn near dead, in jail, and having to fight to prove I didn’t kill a man. And I don’t know that I didn’t kill him!”

			Horrified by the rambling tirade, she clamped her hand over her mouth. Eyes wide, she backed away, then ran down the hall and into her bedroom, slamming the door shut. She made it to the side of the bed before the sobs overtook her. Sinking to the floor, she held on to the bedspread and cried.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			In the family room, Gordon sat stunned on the couch, immobilized by shock. That only lasted a few seconds, however, and he hurried down the hall after Stacy. When he heard her sobs, he gave a perfunctory knock on the door, then opened it. She was huddled on the floor next to the bed, and seeing her so distressed ripped him apart. She was crying so loudly, she hadn’t even heard him come in.

			He tried hard most of the time to respect her need for space, but he also knew with everything in him that right that moment, Stacy needed to be held more than anyone he’d ever known. A worried Chloe mewed at him from halfway inside, as though asking him what was taking him so long. Decision made, he moved to sit on the floor beside Stacy.

			“Hey, come here.” He gently tugged her into his arms, ignoring her halfhearted resistance. “Pretend I’m a stuffed bear, okay? Come on, sweetheart, let me help.”

			After a few seconds, she relaxed somewhat and burrowed her head against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her, stroking her hair with one hand as he made soothing noises.

			“Shh, it’s okay,” he whispered. “It’s okay. Let it out. You’re safe to cry here.”

			Her tears didn’t slow down for a long time. When they finally faded into hiccups, he reached up to the nightstand and grabbed the box of tissues. He handed some to her, and she wiped her face and nose. To his surprise, she didn’t pull away but rested her head against his shoulder.

			“Feel better?” he asked.

			She nodded.

			“Chloe’s worried about you.” He gestured to the cat, who was sitting hunched a few feet away, watching them with an unblinking gaze.

			Stacy held out her hand and, with a voice thick from tears, called Chloe to her. The cat edged close, and when she was near enough to pick up, Stacy settled her into her lap. She stroked Chloe’s fur much the same way Gordon was still stroking her hair.

			“I didn’t mean to yell at you,” she told him hoarsely. “I’m sorry.”

			He tightened his arm around her, resting his chin on top of her head. “No need to apologize. I know you’re not angry at me.”

			“Still, I don’t like losing my temper like that. You probably want to get up,” she said, but she didn’t make a move.

			He nuzzled her hair, which was as soft and silky as he’d imagined it would be. “I’m fine actually. You?”

			She relaxed against him a little more. “I’m okay for now.”

			Chloe had settled into her lap and was sound asleep. Every now and then, the cat gave a little snort, and Stacy smoothed a hand across her belly.

			“She’s such a good cat,” she said softly.

			“Most of the time. Why don’t you have a cat if you like them so much?”

			“I’m not home enough to take care of one. It seems cruel to get an animal only to leave it alone most of the time.”

			“That’s how I felt when I was with the Bureau. Now that I’m not working, I’m home a lot more. Chloe helps keep the ghosts away.” He touched a limp paw, and Chloe tightened it around his finger.

			Stacy rubbed her cheek against his shirt. “So you have ghosts too. I’m not surprised. How do you deal with the loneliness?”

			“I stay busy as much as I can, and when I run out of things to do… I just put my head down and get through it. One foot in front of the other, one minute at a time.”

			“That’s how I cope too—or did. It doesn’t seem to be working anymore. This doesn’t bother me, you know,” she whispered. “Sitting here, touching you. I don’t know why.”

			Gordon brushed her hair back off her face as Chloe got up and stretched. “Is that good or bad?”

			She shrugged and caught his hand, studying it as he laced their fingers together. “It stuns me. I’m afraid to hope anymore. I hate being such a pessimist.”

			When he lifted their hands and released her fingers so he could kiss her palm, her breath hitched.

			“What about that?” he asked softly. “Does that bother you?”

			“Um… not like I would expect it to, no.”

			Moving in again, he kissed the inside of her wrist this time, letting his tongue flick out to trace the delicate tendons. “Tell me to stop if I’m making you uncomfortable.”

			She shook her head as he slid his fingers into her hair. “You aren’t, not exactly. What are you doing here though?”

			“Giving in to temptation,” he whispered against her temple, brushing his lips against her skin, then moving down her jaw. “You said you have trouble with kissing. Does that include this kind of contact?”

			Her fingers curled into his shirt, and she was barely breathing, but she’d moved her head to the side, giving him better access to her neck. “I’ve never had this kind of contact. This is… I can’t think when you do that,” she told him breathily as he nibbled his way up to her ear.

			Carefully, he shifted so that she was straddling his legs, still in his lap. “Not that there isn’t a time and a place for speed, but there’s a hell of a lot to be said for knowing when to go slow. I take it none of the guys you’ve been with have done that?”

			She shyly ducked her head. “I’ve not ‘been’ with anyone. This, what we’re doing here, is about as intimate as I’ve ever gotten.”

			Gordon sucked in a breath, his hands tightening on her waist. “So essentially, what you’re saying is you’re a virgin?”

			“You know I’m not.”

			He brought his hands up her back to cup her face, making her look at him. “I disagree. What we’re doing here and what was done to you, there’s no comparison, no similarity, not even if we end up rolling around this floor inside each other. In my book, if you’ve never willingly made love to someone… you’re still a virgin for all intents and purposes. Intentions matter here.” He gently tapped her head, then her chest over her heart. “And they matter here.”

			Stacy stared at him. “You’re so far out of my frame of reference, I don’t know what to think.”

			He grinned. “That’s good, right?”

			She closed her eyes, but her lips curved upward. “I don’t know how this works, what you expect. I don’t want to disappoint you.” When she looked at him, her cheeks were pink, and she bit her lip. “I’m no good at this.”

			“Want to know a little secret?” he asked before kissing her temple again. “Most people aren’t as ‘good’ at this as they might try to let on. It sounds simple on the outside—kiss, kiss, touch, touch, slot A, pole B, then lather, rinse, repeat. Right?”

			When she snorted and laughed, covering her face with her hands as she dissolved into what some might consider giggles, he relaxed a little.

			“Don’t forget gasp, moan, grunt, grunt,” she said, peeking at him through her fingers as she snickered.

			“Oh, how could I? That’s the best part.” He winked at her. “In all seriousness, I’m of the firm belief that what happens between a couple… the only goal should be to have fun and enjoy the time. Yeah, it’s nice if it leads to a certain conclusion. I won’t lie and say I wouldn’t give everything I own to be inside you right now,” he told her, his voice low. “But the journey’s every bit as important as the destination. Too many people forget that.”

			“Gordon…” She groaned and sagged against him, hugging him loosely. “You kill me, you know. I can’t believe I’m sitting here, like this, and I’m not freaking out. And you’re so damned patient—you can’t be this patient and be real.”

			He sighed against her hair. “Try me. You know I’ve been dancing around asking you out for forever and a day, right?”

			She pulled back far enough that he could see her face. “I’ve been told that by numerous people, yes, but I’ve been skeptical. I mean, honestly, I figured Kathryn was more your style.”

			His grimace was instinctual. “No. No offense to Kat, but no. So not to sound insecure, but can you please tell me I’m not the only person in the room who’s interested in seeing where this goes, this thing between us? Or am I completely delusional to even think there is a thing between us?” He swallowed down his nerves as he waited for her answer.

			Stacy touched his chin, then the areas on his cheeks where his dimples showed when he smiled. “You terrify me, I’m so attracted to you. Our timing could be better. With me facing a murder charge, now isn’t a great time to start a romance.”

			He let out a hard breath of relief, thrilled beyond words that she returned his feelings. “Not to put too fine a point on it, but this could be the only time we have. With any luck, this is a blip.”

			“And if it isn’t? Don’t shake your head, please,” she said when he started to protest. “It’s a legitimate concern. We can’t ignore that. What happens if I end up in prison?”

			“Then I guess we get lots of practice at writing really, really good letters. I’m serious,” he said, this time stopping her protest. “I don’t know what’s going to happen with these charges, but I can’t… please don’t ask me to pretend I don’t have feelings for you. Like I told Wyatt, I should have manned up back in January, and maybe this wouldn’t have happened.” The guilt over knowing he’d put them at risk over simple pride gnawed at him.

			“Don’t say that,” she whispered, placing her fingers against his mouth. “None of this is your fault. With that being said, I’ve wondered for a while now… what did happen? Why didn’t you ask me out then? I could have sworn you were close to doing that.”

			He caught her hand and kissed her fingers, then held on. “I was close to doing that. The sad truth is that I simply wasn’t ready. I was still coming to terms with finding my life turned upside down for the third time since becoming an adult, the road I found myself on not the one I thought I’d be on. I didn’t want to ask you out until I was sure I could make a commitment if things ended up going that way. I didn’t think it would be fair to you or to me to start something I couldn’t finish.” He scoffed. “So that’s another reason I’m not willing to pretend we’re just friends anymore—I screwed up by waiting. I don’t want to do that again.”

			Stacy rested against him, her sigh tickling his neck. “I have so much baggage. Even without the murder charge, I’m not easy.”

			“I’m not without my own busted-up luggage, thank you very much,” he said softly, reveling in being able to hold her close. “I’m not afraid of what you bring to the table. We do need to see about getting you a criminal defense attorney though. I shouldn’t be in trouble with the bar over our relationship status given that we’ve been working on this for months, but it won’t hurt to be cautious. Besides, you need better representation than what I can provide.”

			“I was wondering about that, about the bar,” she said, tracing the edge of the collar of his T-shirt. “As far as our relationship status goes, don’t you think we’re jumping the gun a bit?”

			“No?” he said, his voice hopeful.

			She lifted her head to grin at him. “Are you sure about that?”

			He cupped her cheek, his heart melting when she leaned into his touch and not away. “I’m sure that I want to try, no matter what.”

			“If that changes, will you tell me? Promise you will. I need to hear that.”

			“I promise. You promise me something—if this is too fast, too soon, too much, you’ll let me know. I don’t want to scare you off.”

			She nodded. “I promise.” With a reluctant groan, she slid off his lap and sat beside him on the carpet. “So Wyatt knows you’re interested in me. Huh.”

			“Yeah. So does Ethan. I think Wyatt had a good idea of how I was leaning, but when we drove down here to get you, we briefly discussed it. Ethan… well, he’s something of a big brother figure, from what I’ve seen. He worries.”

			The words clearly surprised her. She gave a little laugh and rubbed her wrist. “Ethan is very much a big brother figure. As much as I feel like I’m alone, I know I couldn’t have picked a better family. And when I’m not exhausted and fraught with worry, I know they’re family. He’s been on me to ‘put you out of your misery,’ I think is how he put it.”

			Gordon grinned. “I knew I liked him for some reason.”

			Stacy leaned against him. “What now?”

			He glanced at his watch. “It’s close to ten o’clock. Now, I think we try to get some rest. We’re going to need our full wits about us tomorrow. As much as I hate to, I guess this is where I drop the girl off at her door and say good night.” He didn’t want to though. He wanted to stay with her and hold her all night.

			She didn’t say anything, just got to her feet slowly. With her arms crossed, she walked him to the door. Something was bothering her, something more than the emotionally charged discussion they’d had this evening.

			When she spoke, her voice was so quiet he almost couldn’t hear her. “I don’t know how else to say this, so I’ll just spit it out. I don’t want to be alone tonight. I don’t think I can stand the thought.”

			If he’d not had the doorframe to hold on to, Gordon thought there was a real chance he’d have stumbled. As it was, it took him long moments to find his tongue. “I have no problem sharing a bed with you. I also don’t want to misunderstand—are you saying you want company tonight or you want intimacy?”

			Her face was flushed, her cheeks softly pink, as she bit her lip. “I don’t think I’m ready to try that—intimacy, I mean. If that’s too much to ask—”

			This time, he was the one who shushed her by placing fingers on her lips. “It isn’t. Holding you is never, ever too much to ask. Even just sleeping beside you with pillows down the middle of the bed. I like being with you, period. Understand?”

			She nodded, briefly meeting his eyes. “Yeah, I do. I feel the same. So… here or there?” She pointed toward the master bedroom.

			He shrugged. “That’s entirely up to you. I can sleep anywhere.”

			The grin she sent him was impish. “In that case, I like your couch.”

			Instinctively, he pulled her into a hug and tickled her until he had her shrieking with laughter. Once he had her snorting, he kissed her cheek noisily and released her. “I’ll go get my jammies on. Meet you back here in five minutes?”

			“Okay.”

			As he dug through his closet in search of something to wear, as he didn’t ordinarily wear pajamas, his heart was racing. He hadn’t been completely celibate since Mallory’s death. A couple of years after Mallory died, he’d had a brief relationship with a woman he knew from work. They hadn’t been emotionally connected, however, and the dissatisfaction he’d felt had stunned him. Sex without love had left him feeling empty and lonelier than before. He had ended the affair not long after it began, and he hadn’t been seriously tempted to try romance again in any form until recent months, when he’d started to get to know Stacy.

			Even if they only shared a mattress, he knew this night would be intimate in a way nothing had been since he’d lost Mallory, and that idea was a bit daunting. Still, he was more than happy to be near Stacy. As he’d told her, he liked being with her. Sharing her company in any form made him happy, and happiness was something he’d not had nearly enough of in recent years.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Waking up with Gordon in her bed, seeing him sound asleep, sprawled on his belly beside her, had set something free inside Stacy. For the first time since she was a teenager, she felt as though she’d done something completely and utterly normal—she’d slept with someone—albeit only literally and not in the sexual sense—and she’d not only been comfortable doing so, she’d felt safe.

			Even so, things were a bit awkward between them—but in a sweet and somewhat funny way. There were plenty of “excuse me’s” and giddy laughs as they bumped into each other here and there in the house while getting ready for the day, and neither of them seemed to know exactly how to approach the other. At least they were both smiling, Stacy had to note, as she finished getting ready.

			“Where are we heading first?” she asked as they left his house. “The trailer park?”

			“I believe that makes the most sense. Plus, I have calls in to a couple of people, and hopefully we’ll hear from them today.”

			“If we have time, I’d like to go see Maggie. She’s living down in E-town these days,” she said, using the local nickname for Elizabethtown. “She moved there a few years ago. Until then, she lived in a trailer park not far from ours. Hers was nicer though.” She pointed at the female jogger they were coming upon. “Isn’t that Shelly?”

			Gordon grimaced as the reached a stop sign. “Yeah.”

			Stacy could barely hold back her amusement when Shelly looked up to cross the street in front of them. Her face blanched as she saw who was in the car, and she gave a sick smile. With a tiny wave, she turned and headed back the direction she had come.

			“I don’t think you’re going to have any more problems with her.” She dissolved into laughter.

			He sent her a quelling look. “You’re getting a kick out of that, aren’t you?”

			“Wouldn’t you?” she asked, snickering.

			With a put-upon sigh, he conceded her point. “I would play it for all it was worth, yes. So I’m curious about something. You said you’d known since you were twelve that you wanted to be a cop. Why’s that?”

			“It’s pretty simple. You have to understand—I saw what Pam was from an early age, and I didn’t want to be like her. When I was twelve, we went to the county fair—me, Pam, and her boyfriend of the week. I was half-sick, and it was so cold… I shouldn’t have been out there to begin with, but her boyfriend wanted to go, so we went. As soon as we got there, she gave me a few dollars and told me to make myself scarce. I did. And before long, I was lost.

			“I wandered around, sniffling and sneezing and crying, and all of a sudden, there was this tall man in front of me. God, he seemed like he was a giant,” she said softly. “He bent down and asked me if I needed help, and all I could do was nod. He was the sheriff, and he took me to the department’s booth. I stayed there for a couple of hours while they tracked down Pam. Two women were working the booth, and they were so nice to me. I watched everything they did and saw how they helped people, and I decided that night that I wanted to be like them when I grew up.”

			He smiled. “So the experience made an impression.”

			She nodded. “A deep impression. I saw that there were people in the world whose purpose was helping others. I’d never met anyone whose first priority wasn’t themselves. It changed everything.”

			“How’d you find your mother?” he asked quietly.

			“I didn’t—the sheriff did. After he dropped me off, it took him two hours to track her down. I think she’d probably left the fair and come back, but I don’t know. It hardly matters now. Man alive, she was furious. I guess he read her the Riot Act and turned CPS onto us, and you can guess who she blamed for that.”

			Gordon’s mouth tightened. “You.”

			“Of course. Whenever anything went wrong in her life, Pam blamed me. For the next six months, she had to mind her Ps and Qs. She’d been abrasive before, but after that, there was an extra bite in her attitude. I found out when I got older that she had some activities she would rather not have looked at too closely. A daughter who was enamored of law enforcement and following the rules? Rather inconvenient.”

			“From what Hathaway told Wyatt and me, that hasn’t changed.” He gave her the rundown.

			“I’m not surprised. She always seemed to get off on breaking the rules, pissing in the face of ‘the man,’ as she would say. Anyhow, as I got older, things between us grew more contentious. By the time I was sixteen, I was living more with Maggie than I was at home. The arrangement seemed to work for everyone concerned until I had to go home that weekend and disaster struck.”

			Though his voice was quiet, his question was a bit painful. “How did you pass the background check, what with your history being what it is?”

			“I didn’t think I would. I went to EKU, majored in police science, and I ended up being mentored by a couple of my professors. They pulled some strings, and I didn’t ask too many questions. It’s Kentucky—you know how that works.”

			He laughed. “Yeah, I do, for good and for bad.”

			She pushed a strand of hair back behind her ear. “It didn’t hurt that everything that happened occurred when I was a minor.”

			“I figured something like that,” he told her.

			“You know, it was almost enough to make me give up on the whole idea. Several times, I thought about changing directions, not going into law enforcement simply because she’d made my life so hard and I figured I’d have to deal with her mess for decades to come. But every time I got that low, something would happen that would make me stick with my goals.”

			“Do you ever regret it?”

			Stacy didn’t even have to think about her answer. “No. Never.”

			He held out his hand, palm up, and curled his fingers around hers when she took it. “For what it’s worth, I think you made a good career choice. It’s hard for me to imagine you being anything other than a cop.” He glanced at her. “That’s why we’re going to do everything we can to make sure you get clear of these charges. I know how much it means to you.”

			Her throat tightened up, and she acknowledged his words without speaking.

			For the next little while, an easy silence grew between them as they were both lost in their own thoughts. The quiet was interrupted by the ringing of Stacy’s cell phone. Recognizing Maggie’s number, she answered.

			“Hey, little chick,” Maggie said. “I just heard what happened and got your message. Are you okay? Where are you?”

			“I’m fine. I’m in Louisville. I was hoping we could drop by later today, talk to you for a little bit.”

			The sound of a Zippo lighter being fired up came through, followed by Maggie’s deep inhalation of what Stacy figured was a lungful of cigarette smoke. “Of course you can. Have you heard from your mother?”

			“No. She’s in the wind. Have you talked to her lately?”

			“Not since before I left—I just got back from Florida. What in the world happened, girl? What the hell were you doing down here?”

			With a sad laugh, Stacy shook her head, infuriated by the thought that Maggie had been in contact with Pam at all, that she could have done something but hadn’t. “I don’t know, Mag. I’ll explain when we get there.”

			“Who is this ‘we’?”

			“Me and a friend. We’ll be a little while still, and I’ll call before we get there.”

			“All right, little chick. I’ll be waiting for you.”

			As she put the phone back in her purse, she cursed. “That was Maggie. Apparently, she’s been out of town. She hasn’t heard from Pam since before she left. Goddamn it, Gordon!”

			He gave her a couple of minutes to regain her composure. “How close is she to your mom?”

			“Very. They grew up together, moved to this area together, and my dad introduced her to her husband. The only time I’ve ever seen them on the outs is when I was seventeen. Maggie didn’t talk to Pam for three, maybe four years after that. As close as they were, I don’t know that the relationship has ever recovered.”

			Gordon was scowling. “I’m surprised they had any recovery, given what your mother did. That can’t be easy for you, that Maggie forgave her.”

			Stacy shrugged. “I wasn’t too happy about it, but Maggie has never tried to force us together. She completely understands how I feel about Pam, though she would never help me try to capture her. I try to understand how she feels. And to be honest, I don’t see Maggie nearly as much as I used to. We only talk every couple of months, if that. We actually went several years without exchanging more than a Christmas card.”

			He was still unhappy. “I understand that you had to learn to live with this, but what about Maggie knowing where Pam is? How do you reconcile that?”

			“I’ve had to. I can’t force her to tell me where Pam is. There’s no proof she knows, just my gut feeling and things she’s said here and there. A couple of years ago, Maggie called me. She’d had a light heart attack, and she was staring mortality in the face. Like I said, it hasn’t been the same, but we’ve both come to terms with where the relationship is. There are certain things we don’t discuss, my mother being one of them.”

			“How is it that you can hold back from drumming the truth out of her?”

			She spread her hands. “It isn’t easy. Basically, I had to decide to let it go and hope that someday Maggie would feel comfortable enough to talk to me about Pam or that she’d slip up. Frankly, I got tired of worrying about Pam and what she was up to. I had to walk away, or I would really have lost my mind. I wanted a life of my own, not one she controlled. Here I am again though, dancing to her tune. I wonder sometimes if it will ever stop.”

			“It will,” Gordon said softly. “One way or another, we’ll make sure it stops this time.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			Before long, they’d reached the trailer park. He parked on the road in front of her mother’s trailer. “Why don’t we start with the nosy neighbor from yesterday?”

			“Works for me.”

			The sound of the car doors closing was loud in the relative quiet. Stacy moved to the driver’s side to walk with Gordon up the slight incline to the next trailer. “How do you want to handle this? Neither of us has badges here. I don’t know how to approach things, really.”

			“Same way we’d handle it with badges. Maybe with a little more charm,” he answered with a small grin.

			She made a face as she knocked on the door. “Oh, is that all it takes?”

			“More flies with honey,” he murmured as the door swung open to reveal a heavily pregnant young woman.

			Stacy hid her dismay as best she could. The girl couldn’t have been over sixteen or so, and she was eyeing them with a wariness that revealed more about her experience than her age would have lent.

			“Hi. I’m Stacy Kirchner—my mother, Pam, lives next door. Do you have a minute?”

			The girl placed a hand on her hip. “I know who you are. Who’s he?”

			“Galen Gordon. I’m helping Detective Kirchner investigate what happened here night before last.”

			“You a cop too?”

			He shook his head. “Used to be. Not anymore.”

			Blowing out an aggravated breath, the girl let them in. “Come on in. I don’t have anything better to do this morning.”

			She walked to stand in front of the tired-looking couch but didn’t sit down, and she didn’t invite them to sit either. Unlike what Stacy remembered about her mother’s trailer from when she’d been taken out, this house was scrupulously clean. Though the furniture and carpets were worn, it was clear that whoever was in charge of keeping house was determined to make the best of what they had.

			“What’s your name?” Stacy asked.

			“Jordan Collier. So what do you want?”

			Gordon smiled at the girl, showing off his dimples. “Were you home when the shooting occurred?”

			“I was, but I was asleep for once. This one doesn’t like to let me sleep. I guess I’d better get used to that.” Her laugh was half embarrassed, half bitter.

			“When are you due?” Stacy asked softly.

			“Any day now. You have kids?”

			Stacy shook her head. “No.”

			Jordan eyed her. “Pam doesn’t have much good to say about you.”

			“I don’t have much good to say about her either, so I guess we’re even.”

			Gordon interrupted. “How well do you know Pam?”

			Jordan sat down. After a moment’s hesitation, she shrugged. “I know her. She’s nice enough. Brings me candy bars now that I can’t go out much.” A hand went to her belly, rubbing the side.

			“Any idea where she might be?” he asked softly.

			“No. She was talking about pulling up stakes here, heading someplace else, but that’s about all I know.”

			“Well, I guess that’s all we need,” Gordon told the girl. “We’ll get out of your hair. Good luck with the baby. If you don’t mind me asking, is the father involved?”

			The girl snorted. “What the hell do you think?” She started to get up off the couch, but he waved her back down.

			“We’ll see ourselves out.”

			Stacy was already on the porch when he stopped and turned to the girl. “One more thing—who has Pam been hanging out with?”

			Jordan blinked. “Uh, her usual crowd. Tommy Joe, Lacy from the diner down the road, Nolan. And a private from the base—Glenn Broady.” Her hands came up to cover her belly almost as though she were protecting the child inside from hearing. “He’s been hanging out a lot the last few months.”

			“Are they seeing each other, do you think?” Gordon asked. “Pam and this Glenn person?”

			When the girl looked at her feet and moved her shoulders in a shrug, her mouth set in a firm line, Stacy realized Jordan was jealous of Pam’s relationship with the young Private.

			“Who knows? Her and Nolan, they’ve been having some pretty good screaming matches lately. Or they were before you shot him,” she said, glaring at Stacy.

			Gordon pulled a business card out of his wallet and walked back over to the couch. He held it out to the girl. “If you think of anything, give me a call.”

			Jordan took the card, but Stacy would be very surprised if the phone ever rang.

			They didn’t say anything as they went back to his car, but once they were inside, she let out a pent-up breath. “God, that is so sad. How old do you think she is?”

			His jaw was set as he turned the car around and headed back down the street. “Probably not eighteen. Maybe sixteen if you stretch it. Did you see the way she covered her belly when Glenn Broady was mentioned?”

			“Of course. Think he’s the father?”

			“If I were a betting man? I’d put good money on it.”

			All the other trailers in the park were abandoned, plywood nailed over the doors and windows. The only other house in the enclave that appeared to be occupied was the first one, an older double-wide.

			“This used to be the manager’s house,” Stacy told him as he parked next to the building. “And if the woman who used to manage this place still does? Well, we probably should have brought a bankroll of cash. Thelma doesn’t give anything away for free.”

			Gordon laughed. “Oh, the memories that brings back. A couple of the parks we lived in had the same kind of manager. As it happens, I did bring some cash. Not a bankroll, but hopefully enough to buy us some information.”

			With an incredulous snort, she joined him on the walk. “This ought to be interesting.”

			[image: ]

			An hour later, Stacy was still trying to get the taste of stale cigarettes out of her mouth and settle her stomach from the sick feeling the visit with Thelma had left. They’d fled the trailer park and stopped at a gas station so Gordon could refuel the car. While he was doing that, she went into the restroom and washed up as best she could in the sink, trying to get the smell off her skin.

			Back out at the car, she slid in and rolled down the window. “Told you that was going to be interesting.”

			He snorted. “That’s one way to put it.”

			Thelma had changed drastically since the last time Stacy had seen her. The once-pretty woman had aged, now suffering from emphysema that left her on oxygen. Despite that disability, she still smoked. She’d nursed an unlit cigarette the whole time they’d been there.

			“If she smokes very long around that oxygen, she’ll blow herself sky high,” Stacy said. “And you got a good deal—I guess the dimples do it.”

			When he didn’t smile, she realized he was as disturbed by what they’d learned as she was. For a couple hundred dollars, Thelma had confirmed for them what Jordan had said about Pam’s recent companions. She’d also given them more details about what Pam had been up to.

			“It’s a small community, and even though this place ain’t what it used to be, I still hear plenty. I reckon Pam got caught with her hand in the till down at the store where Lacy works. Jerry fired her, and he was thinking about pressing charges against both of them. You could go down there and ask questions, but I’d advise against it. Your mother is pretty high on the shit list right now.”

			Trying to hide her disappointment at having that avenue shut off, Stacy asked about Private Broady. “Know anything about him?”

			Thelma’s smile wasn’t pleasant. “Yeah, he’s a piece of trash. Mother should have drowned him at birth, if you want my opinion. Broady’s the daddy of that Collier girl’s baby. From what I hear, she ain’t the only one either. He and Pam have been thick as thieves the last year, year and a half. Nolan hated the sight of him. If you want my opinion, that’s why Pam had him killed.”

			Stacy and Gordon both froze.

			“What do you mean ‘had him killed’?” she asked.

			The look Thelma sent her was sympathetic. “Girl, you know as well as I do that you didn’t kill that man. I just wish I could prove it and get the county mounties off your back. Well, the prosecutor really. He has a special hatred for your mother. She’s made him look bad a time or two.”

			“What makes you so certain Pam’s responsible?” Gordon asked. “Is it anything specific or just a feeling?”

			“Gut instinct.” She tapped the unlit cigarette on the table beside her. “I’ve known the bitch—no offense, Stacy—for close to thirty years. She’s not always lived here, moves around a lot—a lot, I tell you, and I think she has help doing that—but she always ends up right back here. Even when this place was new, it didn’t cater to highfalutin clientele. You don’t live someplace like this and not learn about people. Pam’s the worst of the worst, I’m sorry to say. I think everything good in her, it went to producing Stacy.”

			“Thank you. Please don’t take this the wrong way, but why did you let her come back so much? You could have turned her in,” Stacy said softly.

			“I could have, and I probably should have. If she comes back, I will. She crossed a line this time. I thought she crossed a line back then too, when all that mess happened to you, but I wasn’t in a spot where I could help get her caught then. I won’t tell you why—that’s personal. I am sorry it happened to you. She should have hanged for that. With any luck, she will.”

			Gordon exchanged a look with Stacy, his expression unreadable. “How old is Jordan?”

			“Sixteen going on thirty. Her daddy could’ve had Broady up on charges if he’d felt so inclined, but he’s a wastrel himself. He hasn’t had a leash on that girl since she was twelve or so. She’s not a good girl like Stacy was. Has no ambition to be either. If I didn’t know who her mother was, I’d wonder if she was Pam’s. She’s that rotten.”

			Gordon rubbed his jaw. “What all is Pam into these days, other than stealing from her friend’s boss and setting her daughter up to take the fall for murder?”

			Thelma looked at him for a long minute, then got up and shuffled into the kitchen. She got a jelly jar down, along with a bottle of whiskey, and turned to them. “Want some?”

			Stacy and Gordon both shook their heads.

			She quirked her brow. “Teetotalers.”

			She poured two fingers of whiskey into the jar, then downed the alcohol in a couple of swallows. Coming back, she sat down, adjusting her flowered house dress around her knees.

			Her voice was a little raspier than before. “Helps with the pain, you know. I won’t touch the pills the doctors give me. I don’t want to get hooked, ha! Now, to answer your question, Pam is into whatever can make her money. Drugs as always, though the local boys can’t prove it to save their lives. And she never ran that here—I’d have had her tossed out on her ass so fast she’d have thought she’d been hit by a truck.”

			“Are drugs all she’s been into?” Stacy dreaded hearing the response even though she knew the answer. Her hands tightened on the arms of her chair.

			“No, honey, not if what I heard is true.” She looked toward the windows and the road beyond. “I’ve heard a lot of rumors lately, and I’ll tell you, if they’re true, that woman deserves whatever she gets. Never mind all the other things, she should burn in hell if the gossips are right.”

			Closing her mouth, she took several deep breaths. When Gordon reached for his wallet again, she waved him away. They waited patiently while she caught her breath.

			“You know, living this close to the base, we see all kinds of folks come through,” she said after a minute, addressing her comments to Stacy. “And you know that the majority of our men and women in uniform are good people.”

			Stacy nodded. “Absolutely.”

			“Then you also probably remember that some of them are not. And a certain element follows the military, a less-than-stellar element. Well, if anyone has a talent for running with the ones who aren’t good, your mother has it in spades. There’re a lot of men on that base who like sweet young things. Pam knew that. And she knew where to find ‘em. Leastways, if the rumors are true, she did. You need to find someone on post who can answer those questions. Start with finding out all you can about Private Broady. He’s in it up to his balls.” Thelma waved. “You didn’t hear any of this from me. And that’s all I have to say.”

			Stacy had given the older woman her card, and they’d respected her wishes, not pressing any harder for answers. Now, as they sat in the parking lot at the gas station, neither of them seemed to know what to say.

			Finally, Gordon spoke. “I need some fresh air. Is there a park around here we could go to?”

			“Yeah, I think so. There’s one nearby on the bluffs above the river.” She gave him directions, and they headed out.

			The silence in the car was uneasy this time, and by the time they reached the park, she was itching to get out and move. She barely waited until he had the car stopped before she opened her door and was out. He cursed, but she didn’t stop. As long as his legs were though, it didn’t take him long to catch up to her.

			“Where are we going?” he asked.

			“There are some benches, I think, that overlook the river.” She set a fast pace, almost a jog, and by the time they reached the benches, she was slightly winded.

			Without saying a word, Gordon offered her a bottle of water.

			“Thanks.” After downing a few sips, she sank onto one of the benches. “I’m out of shape—I haven’t been able to do a proper workout since I broke my arm.”

			“How is that, by the way? Aside from what was discussed yesterday, I mean.” He sat next to her, facing forward but intent on her response.

			She shrugged and pushed her toes against the soft pea gravel that covered the ground. “Better, but my grip is still lousy. They finally gave me the all-clear to start exercising again, so long as I wear my brace.” She let the words fade, and a soft breeze stirred around them.

			“That had to be hard to take in, what we just heard,” Gordon finally said. “I’m sorry.”

			Expelling a sigh that felt as though it came from the soles of her feet and traveled all the way up to her heart before exiting her body, she looked at him. “I don’t know why it surprises me to learn that she’s up to her old tricks, but it does. I guess I didn’t expect her to try to pimp out someone she wasn’t related to. And I don’t understand why no one has done anything. Don’t these local cops care?” Frustrated, she kicked at the small pile of gravel she’d raked together with the tip of her shoe.

			Gordon didn’t try to gloss it over. “Either they don’t care, they don’t have the manpower to do anything about it, or they’re deliberately looking the other way. This isn’t like Leroy. Towns around military bases are different than other places. You know what I’m talking about.”

			“I guess so. It’s just—now I’m wondering if there’s something I should have done. How much responsibility did I have in this whole mess?”

			“No. Don’t you dare even say that. You have to get that out of your head. You are not your mother’s keeper, and you’re not responsible for her actions any more than she’s responsible for yours.”

			She didn’t meet his gaze, keeping her eyes on the river below as a small pleasure craft moved upstream. “Fair point. I’m tired, and I know logically that I’m not to blame for any of this except my lousy decision to come down here in the first place. Emotionally, however…”

			“Emotionally, you’re on a rollercoaster. That’ll settle down soon enough.” He laid his hand briefly on her shoulder. “Why don’t we go see Maggie, see if she can give us any leads? Maybe my source will have reached out by then and we can get out of this place sooner rather than later. It’s making my skin crawl.”

			Tipping her head back so the sun could touch her face, she closed her eyes. “It’s a lovely area, and there are a lot of good people here. The bad we’re seeing though, it taints the good.” She blew out another breath. “Let’s get this over with.”

			As they walked back to the car, she crossed her arms, her mind in turmoil as she considered everything they’d learned.

			“I’m glad you’re here with me,” she told him as he started the car. “This would be exponentially more difficult without you.”

			He nodded, his eyes solemn. “I’m glad to help. You’re not alone in dealing with this, and as long as I have any say in the matter, you won’t be again.”

			Stacy believed him. Whether that would continue to be the case if she were to go to trial or, God forbid, get convicted, remained to be seen, but for right now, she believed him. That was more than she’d thought to expect from anyone in years.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Going in, Gordon had realized the investigation was bound to be hard on Stacy, but he hadn’t realized how hard watching her struggle with the memories and the pain would be for him. It was turning out to be excruciating, not unlike watching Mallory suffer through treatments and being unable to do anything more than offer his support.

			When they arrived at Maggie Osborne’s house, a neatly dressed woman greeted them before they could ring the doorbell. She spared a glance for Gordon, then enveloped Stacy in a tight hug. “Oh, my girl. What did they do to you?”

			Seeing that the women needed some privacy, he excused himself. “I have some phone calls I need to make. I’ll stay out here on the porch if that’s all right.”

			“Of course. Come on in when you’re ready,” Maggie told him, then ushered Stacy inside.

			Once alone, he paced to the end of the small porch and studied the surrounding neighborhood. The houses were close together—dating from the thirties and forties, he guessed—but they were well kept, the yards neat and tidy. As he stood there, letting his mind drift, his phone rang.

			“How’s my girl?” Wyatt asked.

			“Holding her own,” Gordon told him. “We’re at her mother’s friend’s house now. You heard anything yet?”

			“Yeah. I talked to Detective Hathaway. They did the autopsy yesterday on Everly. He wouldn’t tell me exactly what they found, but he says it clears Stacy.”

			“What?” Gordon was stunned. “Are you sure?”

			“That’s what the man said. Apparently, there’s a link to a murder down in Clay County, Kentucky. The date the guy was killed was a date Stacy was in court in the middle of December of last year—Hathaway gave me that information, and I checked while I had him on the phone. Even with that, the prosecutor is refusing to drop the charges, so Hathaway pulled in Chief Crace. They’re on their way right now to talk to the judge who oversaw the arraignment. Hathaway thinks they have a good chance of overriding the prosecutor, but it’s going to take both of them doing some fast talking to pull it off. With any luck, our girl will be clear by this afternoon. So what have you all found out?”

			Gobsmacked, Gordon had to sit on the porch swing. “I need a minute. Fuck me, Wyatt. If they drop the charges…”

			“We’ll throw a damned party. Don’t think we wouldn’t.”

			“No kidding. As to what we’ve found…” Gordon told him what they’d learned from Thelma. “I have a friend on base at Fort Knox that I’m getting ready to call who was supposed to call me by now. He’ll be able to get our foot in the door there, hopefully.”

			“Good. Oh, I talked to Charlie a couple of hours ago. He should have something for us tomorrow, if not sooner. Do you want me to have him add this Broady person to the list?”

			“If you don’t mind. The more information we have, the better off we’ll be in the long run. I’ll see if I can get my friend to get me his specs. I’ll send you what I have when I have it.”

			As soon as they concluded their conversation, he made the other call. By the time Stacy and Maggie stepped back out on the porch, he’d set up a meeting at the Patton Museum for that afternoon.

			Maggie walked over to him and held out a hand. “You’re responsible for my girl being out of jail, I hear. Thank you.”

			“No thanks are necessary,” he told her as they shook hands. “Galen Gordon.”

			“Maggie Osborne. You like sweet tea and chicken salad?”

			He smiled and winked. “Not in the same glass, no.”

			Maggie chuckled and looked at Stacy. “Oh, he’ll do. Come on, kids. Let me feed you, then we’ll get down to brass tacks.”

			Though intrigued by Stacy’s blush, Gordon didn’t say anything. Maggie made small talk through lunch, and when the meal was over, she cleared the kitchen table.

			Settling back down with a pot of fresh coffee for them, she looked from Gordon to Stacy. “How can I help?”

			“Tell us about Glenn Broady,” Stacy said.

			Maggie sent her a speaking glance. “That piece of shit. I tried to convince Pam to walk away from him, but you know how your mother is. Once her mind’s made up, she doesn’t change it, and the harder you try, the deeper she digs in.” She plucked a short, colorful straw from a glass jar in the middle of the table. Seeing Gordon’s puzzled expression, she smiled. “Keeps me from lighting up so much.”

			He nodded. “I see. How did Pam get hooked up with this guy? Isn’t he significantly younger than her?”

			“Oh, yes. She’s old enough to be his mother. Didn’t matter. You haven’t seen a picture of Pam, I take it?” When Gordon shook his head, Maggie stood. “I’ll be right back.”

			When she returned, she handed him a small photo album. “These were taken last year at the retirement party of one of our friends. I don’t think you’ll need my help figuring out who Pam is.”

			Stacy stood. “If you’ll excuse me, I need the restroom.”

			Gordon frowned, watching as she left the kitchen. She’d gone still when Maggie brought in the pictures. He looked at the older woman, whose smile was sad.

			“She hates being reminded of how much she looks like her mother. Can’t say I blame her, truth be told. As much as I love Pam, I would have killed her if I’d gotten my hands on her all those years ago.”

			“How is it that you forgave her for what she did?”

			The way Maggie tapped the straw on the table revealed how uncomfortable the query made her. A faraway look came across her face, and she gazed out the window over the kitchen sink. “Pam and I have known each other since we were eleven years old. We’ve been through hell and back together, and when I found out what she’d done to Stacy, I thought we were through. But then I got sick a few years ago, and Pam found out. She came in and took care of me, despite knowing how I felt about her, and we patched things up a little after that. It isn’t the same as it was, but it works for us.”

			“I have a hard time reconciling the woman who did such damage to her only child—Stacy is an only child, isn’t she?”

			“She is. Pam never wanted kids. I tried to get her to let me have Stacy when her father left, but like I said, she’s stubborn. So I did what I could, when I could. Stacy’s what Pam could have been if she’d been given a chance when she was a child. You’d better look at those pictures,” Maggie told him as she puffed on the surrogate cigarette.

			Opening the album, Gordon expected to see a woman who bore a strong resemblance to Stacy. He hadn’t expected to see someone who looked enough like her to be her twin, albeit a little older. He sucked in a breath. “Shit.”

			Pam Kirchner was a beautiful woman, there was no doubt—Stacy looked just like her. Their eyes, their hair, even the shapes of their mouths were the same. There was a hard edge to Pam’s face that Stacy’s didn’t have, and she was wearing dramatic makeup and clothing he couldn’t imagine Stacy donning on a dare, but looking through the pictures, he felt as if he was getting a preview of what Stacy would look like in twenty years.

			“Bet you’ve never seen my girl dolled up like that, have you?” Maggie asked quietly.

			“No. She doesn’t need the trappings.”

			Maggie tilted her head. “I wondered if that’s how it was.”

			Struggling to remain nonchalant, Gordon lifted an eyebrow. Hearing Stacy coming back, he gave the photos one last glance and pulled out his phone. He centered the image and took a picture of it. “I’d like to have something to send the folks back home in Leroy in case we need it.”

			Maggie waved at him as Stacy came back in and sat down. “Take what you need.”

			Given how much Stacy looked like Pam, he knew there was little need to send the picture back to Wyatt, but he also knew that it might come in handy elsewhere.

			“So where do you think Pam might be heading?” Stacy asked.

			With a shake of her head, Maggie blew out a breath. “I don’t know, really. Wherever she is, Broady’s probably with her. These days, you’re as likely to see one as the other. Do you know if he’s AWOL?”

			“No. We’ll find out this afternoon with any luck,” Gordon said. “Where’s he from? Any idea? And would Pam go back to where you all grew up?”

			“Lord, no. She wouldn’t go back there on a good day. I think she said Broady’s from up in the hills somewhere—Virginia, Tennessee.” She waved in the general direction of Eastern Kentucky. “That’d probably be as good a place as any to start looking for them. If I were going to run and hide, that would be on my list of places to consider.”

			He recalled what Wyatt had said about the gun being used in Clay County—that was where Gordon was from, and it was only a short trip from the Tennessee and Virginia borders.

			“So you think they’re together?” Stacy asked. “That they’re both behind Everly’s murder?”

			Maggie’s brow creased, and she traced a pattern on the table with her thumbnail. “I don’t know. That was a weird relationship, truth be told. She was supposed to be with Nolan, but anyone with half a brain in their head knew she was involved with Broady.”

			“What about Everly? What kind of person was he?” Gordon got the feeling there was much more than what Maggie was telling them. As he looked at Stacy, he thought she might be picking up on the same vibe.

			“Nolan was a nice fellow, at least compared to the usual trash Pam runs with. Had a job as a welder up at a place on Dixie Highway. He never would have stood for half the things Pam did. She kept a lot of it hidden from him.” Maggie’s mouth tightened. “He paid the rent, and he bought her things. That’s why she kept him around.”

			After that, there wasn’t much else to say, and they had to leave for the museum anyhow.

			As they said their goodbyes, Maggie once again grabbed Stacy in a tight hug. “You call if you need anything, little chick. Promise me.”

			“I’m okay. But I’ll call. You do the same,” Stacy advised as her smile faded. “If you hear from her, I mean. If we can’t find Pam, I think it’s going to be very bad for me.”

			Maggie didn’t say anything, just studied her closely for a minute, then nodded.

			Once they were back in his car and had pulled away, Stacy spoke. “She knows something she’s not telling us.” He couldn’t hide his surprise, and when she saw it, she laughed. “What, you thought I wouldn’t pick up on that?”

			“I thought maybe since the two of you are close, you might not want to see it,” he said softly.

			She accepted the explanation. “I’m disappointed, but that’s why I said what I did when we left. I’m not interested in letting Maggie protect her anymore.”

			Gordon didn’t bother telling her things would be okay—he knew she wouldn’t believe him, and it might not be the truth. “You could have come down on her harder.”

			“No. Guilt works better with Maggie. It eats at her. Where are we headed?”

			“Fort Knox, Patton Museum. I have a friend from when I was enlisted, and he’s pretty far up on the food chain. I’m calling in a favor. We need information, and we need it fast, on this Broady character.” He slowed down for a red light. “You ready for some good news?”

			She turned to face him. “I’d love to hear some good news.”

			“Ballistics is back, and so is the autopsy. I don’t know what the results are, but Hathaway called Wyatt, and they’re trying to get the charges dropped.” He told her the rest of it. “With any luck, by later this afternoon, you’ll be a free woman once again.”

			She stared at him, her eyes wide, hands at her mouth. “Are you serious?”

			“It might not work—they might not be able to convince the judge to override the prosecutor. But it’s a damned better shot than what we had.”

			She nodded. “I’ll say. It sounds too good to be true.”

			“Afraid to hope?”

			“Yeah,” she whispered. “Gordon, that would be… it’d be huge.”

			He slowed for the turn onto Fort Knox. “In so many ways, I don’t think we can begin to count them.”

			Not the least of which would be that she’d be free to hopefully resume at least somewhat of a normal life. Gordon could only hope that was the case as he was very much looking forward to seeing what a normal life romancing Stacy—and he would be courting her if he had his way—was like.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Stacy hadn’t been to or even thought of the Patton Museum in years. As they pulled up in the parking lot, she sighed, remembering the trip her class had taken to the museum in the eighth grade. It had not been a pleasant experience as she had gotten her hair caught in the treads of a tank after a bully had shoved a classmate into Stacy.

			Hearing the sigh, Gordon turned to her, his smile teasing. “You don’t like military history?”

			She laughed. “I don’t dislike military history. I was just remembering the last time I was here.” She told him the story.

			“Don’t tell me you were bullied as a child.”

			“I wasn’t, but the girl they pushed into me? I’d be surprised if she doesn’t still have some scars from all the torture she endured. Kids can be so cruel.”

			“That’s the sad truth. Come on. I’ll give you the tour,” he said as he held the door open for her. “As it turns out, I am a history buff, and we have a little time before my friend shows up.”

			Stifling a grin, she rolled her eyes. “Lucky me.” When he huffed and started to respond, she couldn’t hold back her smile.

			“Imp.” He grinned and tugged the tip of her braided hair. “Let’s start with the tanks.”

			Twenty minutes into the tour, Stacy was seriously impressed by the depth of his knowledge about the legendary general for whom the museum was named, George S. Patton. She was also concerned as they were attracting more attention that she was comfortable with.

			When Gordon paused in his lecture, she took the opportunity to speak. Leaning in a little closer, she gestured unobtrusively to a short, stocky woman who’d stopped a few feet away. “You know we’ve acquired a stalker, right?”

			Clad in a bright orange, green, and yellow Hawaiian shirt, the woman wasn’t remotely camouflaged against the muted, Army-drab colors throughout the museum. She’d been trailing after them for five minutes.

			Without so much as glancing at the woman, he nodded. “Of course. I can’t decide if she wants to rescue you from me or hear the rest of the story about the shooting competition General Patton should have won during the 1912 Olympics.”

			Stacy was at a loss for what to say, especially when he shot her a mischievous wink. Unless she’d lost her mind, which was a distinct possibility, the man was flirting with her in the middle of an Army museum while being followed by a suspicious, middle-aged woman who looked like a refugee from a Jimmy Buffett concert.

			“You have a really weird sense of timing. Has anyone ever mentioned that?” she asked.

			Gordon frowned. “What do you mean?”

			Seeing a tall, gray-haired man heading their direction, she shook her head. “Nothing. We have company.”

			“Captain. Thanks for meeting us,” Gordon said.

			“Of course.” The man smiled and held out his hand, and they shook.

			Gordon turned to her. “This is Detective Stacy Kirchner. Stacy, this is Captain Jim Brett.”

			“Sir.” Stacy held still under the captain’s visual scrutiny, not letting her gaze fall away from his. His eyes traveled from her bruises to Gordon’s hands, then his face.

			Gordon tensed. “You know me better than that, Jim.”

			“True, true. Sorry, son. It’s a habit, unfortunately. I heard on the news about what happened, Detective. Tough situation you find yourself in. How can I help?” He directed the question to Gordon.

			The woman in the loud shirt had drawn even closer and stopped her progress around the museum’s floor. Somehow, Stacy didn’t think the saddle General Patton had used in World War I was responsible for holding her interest.

			“Why don’t we walk, and we’ll fill you in?” Gordon suggested, using his eyes to point at the woman’s back. They went across the room to stand beside a display of a tank.

			When the woman realized they had moved, she stiffened, then tried to casually turn to see where they had gone. To Stacy’s amusement, when she looked in their direction, Gordon sent her a wide, knowing smile and waved. Cheeks flushing a bright, florid red, the woman huffed and stalked away in the other direction at a not-slow pace.

			Smile gone, he turned to Captain Brett. “Now that our friend is gone, we can talk.” He brought the man up to date on some of what they knew, ending with Pam’s involvement with Glenn Broady. “And that’s where you come in. Do you know the man?”

			Hands clasped behind his back, Brett rocked back on his heels and considered the question. “I know the name. He’s a troublemaker. Not someone who has taken well to military life.”

			“What all is he into?” Gordon asked.

			Captain Brett hesitated. “That depends on who you ask. Officially, no more than a lot of our soldiers get into—drinking, women. A few fights here and there but nothing that stands out.”

			Stacy exchanged a look with Gordon. “What about unofficially?”

			They moved on to the next exhibit, not wanting to attract undue attention by staying stationary.

			“Unofficially, if half of what I’ve heard is true and if we can prove it, he’ll go away for life. Scuttlebutt on base is that he’s part of a pipeline for channeling women and drugs out of Eastern Kentucky.” The man looked at his feet, lips pursed. Angling his head, he narrowed his gaze on Stacy. “And if what I hear is correct, your mother is in it all as deep as Broady.”

			“That’s what we hear as well. Needless to say, it was a disturbing revelation. Is Broady AWOL like we suspected?” Gordon asked.

			“Yes. He hasn’t been seen since he left base three nights ago. Any idea where he might have gone?”

			“Not really. Where’s he from? Do you know? And can you give me his full name, that sort of thing?”

			Stacy kept her mouth shut. If Gordon didn’t want to share the information Maggie had given them, she wasn’t going to reveal it either.

			“I can. I guess the two of you are running your own investigation,” Brett remarked. “Are you staying in the area while you chase leads?”

			“In my old house, but we’ll be back and forth to Indiana as needed. Hopefully this won’t take long to put to bed. If the county prosecutor didn’t have a rod up his rear, Stacy wouldn’t have been charged in the first place,” Gordon said.

			“Well, good luck to both of you. I can only imagine how harrowing it must be, especially in your line of work, Detective.”

			“Thank you, sir. It’s been an interesting week, I’ll say that.”

			“I imagine so. Do you need anything else?” Brett asked as they neared the front door.

			Gordon shook his head. “I can’t think of anything at the moment, but I might need to change that later.”

			“Just let me know. I’m always happy to help.” Stopping with his hand on the door handle, he sent them what Stacy could only consider a calculating look. “You have your tickets to the costume ball yet, Gordon?”

			The question surprised Stacy, and apparently Gordon as well.

			To her amusement, a faint flush spread across his cheeks. “No, sir. Not yet.”

			The captain’s smile bloomed. “Well, then. I’ll put you down for two. Lesia will be thrilled. It’s the twenty-seventh. Don’t forget.” With a jaunty half wave, half salute, he was off, leaving Stacy and Gordon in the museum’s foyer.

			“Costume ball?” she asked.

			Shoving on his sunglasses, Gordon held the door open for her. “It’s a charity thing. His wife is one of the coordinators.”

			Stacy let her amusement show as they walked back to the car. “So you play dress-up once a year, huh? What do you usually go as?”

			“I don’t know. This or that. So about Broady…”

			Shaking her head, Stacy laughed at him across the roof of the car. “Oh, no. Let’s go back to this ball. As horrible as the last few days have been, I want to hear details. I need to hear details.”

			With a heavy groan, he gave in as he slid behind the steering wheel. “Okay, fine. I go as whatever my mother-in-law tells me to—within reason. She gets the costume, I wear it for a few hours, and everyone is happy, with the exception of yours truly. Then I block it out for another year until someone tracks me down. Usually it’s Mrs. Brett or Sandra.”

			Deeply amused at the idea, Stacy grinned. “So what kind of costume does she usually make you wear?”

			The look he shot her told her he didn’t want to answer, but he did anyhow. “Last year, I was a cowboy. Year before that, a pirate. God only knows what Sandra will have me dress up as this year.” A fond note in his voice told Stacy he held the woman in high regard.

			“You like her, your mother-in-law?”

			“Yeah. She’s wonderful. You’d love her, and she’d probably try to adopt you. As a matter of fact… what are you doing next Friday? Any plans?”

			Nonplussed, Stacy stammered an answer. “Nothing as far as I know. Of course, everything depends on how this investigation turns out. Why?”

			“Because next weekend is the costume ball. And I need a date.”

			Stacy adamantly shook her head. “Oh, no. I don’t do costumes. Or balls. Ask Kathryn.”

			Gordon’s jaw dropped. “Ask Kathryn? You’re saying no?”

			“Um, yes?”

			Before she could clarify that she was refusing the date, Gordon jumped on the answer. “Good, you’ll go. I’ll call Sandra and get you set up with her for a costume. No exceptions—you’re concerned about paying me back. This is a way to do it.”

			“You—you’re going to use the fact that I owe you bail money to make me go to a costume ball with you?” Stacy wasn’t sure whether to admire the tactic or to be outraged by it. “What if I don’t want to go?”

			“I don’t want to go either. But I’m obliged. And I’m pretty sure the captain’s invitation included you. So you’re going with me.”

			Stunned, she gaped at him. After a long minute, she closed her eyes and sighed. “Fine. I’ll go. But don’t ask your mother-in-law to get me a costume. I can do that myself—I think.”

			Holding up a conciliatory hand, Gordon asked, “Will you meet her first? If you still feel that way about the costume, I’ll give in graciously. Just meet Sandra first. Trust me?”

			“Okay, fine.” Running her hand along the seam in the car door’s leather upholstery, she asked about the captain. “What is it that he does that he has access to the kinds of information we need?”

			“He’s an investigator. If anything nefarious happens on this base, he either knows about it or knows who to ask.”

			She tapped her fingers on the arm rest. “Why didn’t you tell him all of it, what Maggie said about Broady running to ground in the mountains?”

			He was quiet for a minute. When he answered, the teasing flirtation was gone. “You know when your gut tells you to keep your mouth shut even if your head tells you it’s okay to talk?”

			“Sure. But I thought you trusted this guy.”

			“I do. I just… my gut said to keep quiet. So I did. Besides, if that is where Broady went, Jim will find out soon enough.”

			“How is it that you know him?”

			Before he could answer, Stacy’s phone rang. It was Ethan with questions about a case she’d been handling. By the time the call was over, they’d reached Gordon’s house.

			“So what’s the plan for the rest of the day?” she asked.

			It was only three o’clock, and she had no idea what to do with herself. Used to working, the last few months had been difficult enough, having to be stuck on desk duty while her arm healed. Now though, she had absolutely nothing to do with her time, and she was lost.

			Gordon stretched as they walked into the house. “I don’t know. Until some phone calls come in and those background checks are back, we’re kind of stuck. I know this probably isn’t what you want to hear, but why don’t you try to treat this as a vacation of sorts?” He gestured to the floor-to-ceiling bookcases that lined the side of the great room. “There are tons of books, the cable is still on, and the exercise room is downstairs in the basement. Or we could go somewhere. See a movie, hit another museum…”

			Just the thought of going back out in public made her cringe. “No, I’d rather stay here, if you don’t mind. These bruises make people a little too curious. Working out sounds good.”

			“Okay, then. If you want to get changed, I’ll do the same and show you around. I could use some physical activity myself.”

			Once she was in shorts and an old T-shirt, she met him in the hall. He led her downstairs to the full basement. As they went to the exercise room, she tried not to get caught staring at his legs. The man had some damned fine gams as it turned out, and she was hopelessly distracted. Her first sight of the home gym was an effective distraction, however. Outfitted with a boxing bag, cushioned floor mats, treadmill, elliptical, tension bands, and weight bench, it had everything an exercise enthusiast could possibly ask for.

			“Will this suit?” he asked.

			“Oh, I’ll make do,” she told him dryly.

			He grinned. “There’s a fridge over here with cold water and things.” He went across the room to a wet bar. “TV remotes, fresh towels. Bathroom’s under the stairs next to the utility room. If you need anything else, just ask. Where are you going to start?”

			“Warm-up stretches, then probably the elliptical unless you want it.”

			“It’s all yours. Mind some noise?” He gestured toward the television.

			“Not at all.”

			As she moved through her stretching routine, she tried not to let her eyes wander too much to Gordon, who was doing the same. She’d never been the kind of person who’d had problems staying focused in the gym—beefcake wasn’t her taste. Tall with lanky muscles, however… oh, she was in for it with Gordon. She’d be lucky to get through this workout without killing herself, she was so intent on watching him when he wasn’t looking. When he moved to the treadmill beside her a few minutes later, she wasn’t sure whether to whimper from disappointment or give thanks.

			“I’ve been thinking,” he said as he started the machine.

			“That’s always dangerous.” She shot him a grin. “What about?”

			“Clay County. That’s where I’m from, and that’s where my brother lives. He’s a sheriff’s deputy there. Once we get back upstairs, it might be worthwhile to give him a call.”

			She glanced at him. “He’s in law enforcement? How come you didn’t mention that?”

			“I guess I didn’t, did I? I thought I had, but I suppose it never came up.”

			Stacy pursed her lips. “What else has never come up? What other deep, dark secrets do you have?”

			To her surprise, he frowned. “Nothing really dark but a couple of things that are deep maybe. As to Gare, I’m not ashamed of him or anything like that. I just don’t talk about personal things with many people. Are you sure I never mentioned what he does?”

			“Pretty sure. I’d have remembered that.” Slowing down, she watched him more openly. “You do realize curiosity is practically a job requirement for a detective, right? So throwing this ‘deep secrets’ thing out there, it’s akin to slow torture for me.” She tried to make a sad face when he looked at her, but she didn’t think she’d quite pulled it off.

			Gordon grinned. “Oh, I’m not that easy. I believe I’ll make you work for at least one of the secrets. The others… well, those I’m not ready to share,” he said in a voice barely audible over the hum of the treadmill.

			“Fair enough.” She wondered if the secrets that were obviously still painful had something to do with his marriage. “I don’t want to push you into anything before you’re ready.”

			“I believe that’s supposed to be my line,” he teased gently.

			When her phone rang, showing a Leroy-based number, she stepped off the elliptical and moved away to answer. “Stacy Kirchner.”

			“Hey, it’s Charlie. Are you busy?”

			“Not at all. Do you have information for us? How’s Katy, by the way?”

			“She’s okay. We’re over a bit of a hump, getting a respite before the next round. I have quite a bit of information actually. Are you near a computer so that we could share files?”

			“I can be. Hang on.” She looked at Gordon. “Charlie has information. Do you want him to e-mail it to you?”

			He stopped the treadmill and nodded. “Absolutely.”

			She relayed the message. “We’re in the middle of a workout. Would it be too much trouble if I called you back in five minutes or so?”

			“Not at all. I’ll talk to you then.”

			As she ended the call, she met Gordon’s gaze. “I’m almost afraid to know what he’s found. What if it’s bad?”

			He stopped beside her and touched her cheek briefly. “Then we’ll get through it together. Maybe it won’t be.”

			“Don’t borrow trouble, huh?” She sighed and led the way upstairs. “Why is that so much easier said than done?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Until today, Gordon had always considered himself patient. Now? He saw that was a joke. Biding his time while they waited for someone, anyone, to call and tell them something new was nearly driving him insane. If they didn’t get a lead soon, he was going to strangle someone. Charlie’s call couldn’t have come at a better time.

			Once they were seated at his desk, he asked her for Charlie’s number. “We can use the house phone, put it on speaker if that’s okay. It’s usually easier to get reception in this room on the landline.”

			“Sure.” She rattled off the number, then tried to get comfortable on an exercise ball beside him. They waited in tense silence while the phone rang.

			“Clark Consulting.”

			Stacy answered him. “Hey. It’s Stacy and Gordon.”

			“‘Hey’ back. Did you get the files, Gordon?”

			“I’m downloading them now. What were you able to find out?”

			“Quite a bit. You’ll see four files there—one on each of Stacy’s parents, one on Stacy, and one on Maggie. I’m still working on the Broady file. Let’s start with Stacy. I didn’t know you had a master’s degree in criminology,” he remarked. “Congratulations.”

			“Thanks. As you see, I finished it last year.”

			Gordon glanced at her. Her mouth was tight, and he guessed that seeing her life laid out in black and white was a little hard to swallow.

			Charlie gave a soft laugh. “You’re Wonder Woman, Detective. I don’t know when you find time to sleep between work, school, and your remodeling projects.”

			“Sleep is overrated. Didn’t you know that?” Though her words were light, her expression remained shut down.

			Charlie snorted. “Yeah. Katy agrees with you, I think. So there’s nothing on your background search that sends up any red flags. It doesn’t look like your mother has tried any identity theft in your name. That’s the good news.”

			Gordon leaned back in his chair. “What’s the bad?”

			“Let’s tackle Matt Kirchner’s file,” Charlie said. “There’s been no activity on his social security number for the past twenty-four years. He hasn’t renewed his driver’s license, voter registration, hasn’t opened any bank or credit card accounts, hasn’t filed taxes—none of that since he disappeared. Unless he was really good at covering his tracks, I’m afraid I have to agree with your theory that something happened to him. I’m sorry, Stacy.”

			She blew out a breath. “So am I, but I’m not surprised. That’s basically what I found when I searched. I’d hoped you would uncover something I’d missed, but I guess there’s nothing to uncover.”

			“Not on your father, no. But I went back a generation in the search. Your grandparents on that side are still living—Henry and Irene Kirchner. You also have an uncle, David. Your grandfather’s the retired police chief in Lynchville, and David is a retired state trooper, now the chief. Apparently that position almost runs in the family. I’ve included some links in Matt’s file to newspaper articles on them in case you’re curious. Their contact info is also in there. David named his son Matt, by the way. I’m not sure what that means other than it’s an interesting side note. He’s also a cop.”

			Stacy was gripping her pen so tightly, her knuckles were white. “Were you able to find out whether or not there was ever an investigation into my father’s disappearance?”

			His frustration came through when he blew out a long breath. “No. If anyone ever looked into it, they buried it deep. He’d been honorably discharged a couple of weeks before he vanished, so the Army didn’t consider him AWOL. I don’t know why his family didn’t look for him.”

			“From what little I’ve been told, things were strained between him and his family. If he’s the son of the chief of police and he married my mother… I can see why they would be.” She stood and went to the window. “What about Maggie?”

			“She’s mostly clean. She’s had some speeding tickets through the years, but that’s it. The only thing that stood out in her background was that she’s listed as the owner of a house in Elizabethtown and is listed on the rental agreement for a house in Manchester, Kentucky. She also has a time-share in Myrtle Beach and one in Florida. She’s stretched tight, financially speaking, but she’s not quite in the red.”

			Every hair on Gordon’s body stood on end. “Manchester?” He stared at Stacy in shock.

			“Yep. I’d guess vacation house, but it isn’t exactly a resort town from what I was able to see. Stacy, any idea?”

			She turned, her face pinched. “If it isn’t a beach, Maggie doesn’t consider it a vacation. I’d guess she’s helping someone who can’t get a lease under her own name. What’s so special about Manchester?”

			“That’s Clay County,” Gordon said.

			Her eyes widened. “Oh. Oh, shit.”

			“Speaking of that—I was about halfway through running the background on Pam when I got a call from a Clay County sheriff’s deputy. I’d triggered an alert on his end. The guy’s name is Garrett Gordon,” Charlie said. “Sound familiar?”

			Gordon snorted. “Yeah, that’s my baby brother. We were going to call him in a bit. There’s a Clay County connection with the gun used to kill Nolan Everly. What’d he say?”

			“Not much. He wanted to know who I was, why I was looking into Pam, that sort of thing. He sounds so much like you, I thought he was you at first, playing a prank. So he knows you’re the one behind the search. He told me that Pam had been arrested there back in December, and that was pretty much it. Said to tell you if you want the rest of the information—of which he has plenty to share—you’ll have to come down there and get it. He didn’t want to tell me anything over the phone.”

			Gordon frowned. “Okay. I’ll call him when we’re done. What was she arrested for?”

			“Drug possession. From what I was able to pry out of your brother, she was released because the jail was overcrowded and because that was her first arrest under that name. The system had a glitch, and her real record didn’t come in until later. She was in the wind by then.”

			“What else did you find out?” Stacy asked.

			“Well, if I hadn’t seen Pam Kirchner’s picture, I’d be convinced you’re adopted. You may look like her, but the two of you are polar opposites.”

			She gave a quick laugh. “Thanks.”

			“Hey, it’s true. I’d trust you with my children. I wouldn’t trust Pam to walk past my house. She’s been in and out of trouble since she was a teenager—petty larceny, shoplifting, writing bad checks. At first, it was piddly stuff. Then it got bigger.”

			“Were you able to find out where she’s been for the last few years?”

			They heard Charlie shuffle some papers. “No, not really. If I had to guess, I’d say Manchester, at least for a while, given the way Garrett responded to my query. That house has only been in Maggie’s name for the last year or so, however. Pam still has quite a few active warrants out on her in Kentucky, as you’ll see in the file. Human trafficking, sexual assault, battery, drugs—all felonies. No statute of limitations on those. It’s pretty ballsy of her to be in the state at all, if you ask me.”

			“So there’s been no activity on her social either?” Gordon asked.

			“Nope. Not for twelve years. As soon as that social goes live, it’s flagged—and she’d know that.”

			“Yeah, she would. If there’s one thing Pam’s good at, it’s protecting herself,” Stacy said. “What about her parents?”

			“Well, here’s where we get some answers, I think. Her mother and father never married—at least, the man listed on her birth certificate never married her mother. Shaster Patton and Becky Mullens apparently weren’t together long. He married another woman a month or so before Pam was born and had a family with her. Becky married three times, divorced three times, all before Pam was eight.

			“She moved them around a lot, mostly through Kentucky and Tennessee. They didn’t stay anywhere for long until she finally ended up in Lynchville when Pam was eleven. Becky lived there until about twenty years ago when she died. Shaster’s still living out in Arizona where he retired. I included his contact info in the file as well.”

			Stacy was quiet, shaking her head slowly, and Gordon spoke to fill the silence. “Is there anything else we should know about?”

			“Not yet. I’m still waiting on a couple of things to come in, but that’s all I have so far. It sounds like your brother’s going to be the best resource for information on Pam,” Charlie said. “Interestingly enough, I’m having trouble finding anything on Nolan Everly—so much that I think he’s probably using an alias. You might mention that to the person in charge of his death investigation in case they’re running into the same walls I am. Broady is also proving to be a bit elusive. It almost feels like someone has cleaned his records, but you didn’t hear that from me. I’m sorry I don’t have any more to report.”

			“You’ve given us quite a bit,” Stacy assured him. “Thanks for getting back to us so quickly. I really appreciate it. Will you copy Wyatt on these files?”

			“Already done. If you need anything else, let me know.”

			“Thanks, Charlie. We’ll be in touch.” Gordon ended the call, leaving his hand on the phone’s receiver. “That’s not what I expected to hear about Everly and Broady.”

			“I’d say not.”

			“I should probably call Garrett.” He watched her closely. She was clearly uncomfortable with what she’d heard.

			She moved to the door. “Would it make me a horrible person to say I need a break? Do you mind calling him on your own? Also, can you forward those files to me? I’d like to use my laptop, look at the links on my grandparents.”

			“Consider it done. You never looked them up before, I take it?”

			She traced the lines of the door frame. “No. I was afraid of what I’d find. Growing up, I figured if they wanted to have anything to do with me, they’d reach out. And after the rape, I was too ashamed to search for them. It seemed cruel to even try, knowing I would only sit on the information.”

			Gordon stood and slowly approached her. “And now you’ve been forced to look in Pandora’s box. I’m sorry.”

			She shrugged. “What’s done is done. I can’t unhear or unsee the information, and it was inevitable that Charlie would dig it up. I’ll let you get to that call. I’ll probably set up in the living room, if that’s okay.”

			“Wherever you’re comfortable.”

			Seeing her hurting and being unable to help left Gordon ready to reach out through space and time to find Pam Kirchner—and not to have a pleasant conversation with her either. Knowing Stacy wasn’t ready for him to offer sympathy, he called Garrett.

			“Hey, big brother. I’ve been wondering when you were going to call,” Garrett greeted him. “What the heck kind of mess are you into?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gordon answered, playing dumb. He walked to stare out the same window Stacy had earlier. “How’s my favorite niece?”

			“Missing you. She wants to see her Uncle Gain. When you heading this way?”

			Emma had never been able to say “Galen,” so “Gain” it was.

			“Depends. You gonna tell me what I need to know over the phone, or are you going to make me drive down there?”

			Garrett yawned. “Sorry. Long night last night. If you want information about Pam Kirchner, you’ll have to come get it. That’s not something we can easily go over in a call. Why are you looking at her?”

			“That’s a long story, probably also best told in person. How’s your schedule tomorrow?”

			“I’ll have lil’ bit here with me while I finish up some paperwork I didn’t get to this week, and then we were going to go see her grandmother. Rochelle’s mom,” Garrett answered before Gordon could ask. “She’s going to keep Emma this weekend. Why don’t you come on down in the morning, spend the night? We can go over the Kirchner thing, then see what kind of trouble we can get into afterward.”

			Gordon rubbed his eyes. “I’ll plan on driving down tomorrow, but I can’t stay. I’ll take a rain check. Maybe, if you’re nice to me. Have you heard from the Radcliff, Kentucky, police yet?”

			“No. Should I have?”

			“Yes. I don’t have the number in front of me, but the man you need to speak with is Detective Jan Hathaway. I believe, though I’m guessing somewhat in the dark here, he has information pertinent to one of your murders.”

			The sound of scribbling came through the line. “I’ll buzz him when we hang up. On tomorrow, that sounds good. Call when you get here. The building is open until noon, so you should be able to come on up without me having to let you in. Think you can make it down here before then?”

			“Shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“Think about what I said. We could get in some fishing.”

			Gordon laughed. “I hate fishing. You know that.”

			“Yeah, well. I have to keep trying. Drive safe tomorrow.”

			“Will do.”

			Sitting back down, he closed out the files Charlie had sent and backed them up via his off-site service. Once that was done, he responded to another couple e-mails, then shut the laptop. Not wanting to intrude on Stacy’s privacy but also not willing to bet he could stay in the office and she’d come to him, he headed for the living room. She was on the couch, staring at her laptop pensively.

			“What’d you find?” he asked as he sat beside her.

			He looked at the screen when she turned it toward him. She’d pulled up the picture of a distinguished-looking older couple that was attached to the newspaper announcement of Henry Kirchner’s retirement.

			“He reminds me of my dad. Maybe it’s wishful thinking,” she said, her chin propped on her hand, “but I don’t think so. Something about his eyes. Why didn’t they ever try to find me?”

			“I don’t know.” He hugged her gently, then left his arm around her waist. “I find it hard to believe that a father—especially one who’s a cop—wouldn’t look for his son.”

			“Yeah, so do I. We’re probably going to end up going down there, aren’t we?”

			That she was referring to them as a couple gave Gordon hope. “I think it wouldn’t be a bad idea. We need to go to Manchester first though. I’m sorry about Maggie.”

			“So am I. I need to know how much of this she’s aware of. I’m not stopping until I find out—not this time. She’s lied to me for years. I’ve suspected, but suspecting and knowing are different things. That’s hard to take.” She closed the lid on the laptop and rested more fully against him. “What did Garrett say?”

			“Not much at all. The boy’s a clam, damn it. He refused to give me anything over the phone.”

			Stacy poked him in the ribs. “Gee, I wonder where he gets that from.”

			“No idea,” he told her with a grin. The smile faded as he thought about what Charlie had said about Broady. “If someone is erasing Broady’s records, there’s a lot more to this mess than we know. Either he has an inside man with access to sensitive areas, or someone high up on the food chain is helping him.”

			“Captain Brett?” she asked.

			“I hope not.” He rested his head on hers. “How long will it take for Hathaway to call us already?” He got up and took Chloe’s stick toy down from where he’d stashed it on a high shelf, then started teasing the cat with it.

			“He’ll call soon, hopefully.”

			“Aren’t you nervous?” he asked, glancing at her.

			She shrugged. “I’m more afraid it’s some kind of ruse and they’re on the way here now to apprehend me for something else Pam has done. Is this your version of catfishing?” she asked as Chloe skidded across the floor in pursuit of the end of the string.

			He chuckled. “You could say that. Gare wants me to go fishing with him tomorrow. I told him I hate fishing, but he’s persistent—something else I’m not sure where he gets it from. I keep trying to get him to pack up Emma and move to Leroy. I might have to strike a bargain with him—fishing for a change in residence.”

			“You love him very much, don’t you?” she asked softly.

			The tips of his ears turned red, but he nodded. “I’m proud of him. He’s got a good head on his shoulders, and he’s a great dad. He’s so far from what our old man is, it isn’t funny.”

			When his phone rang a second later, he actually jumped, he was so surprised. Cursing, he grabbed it off of the table. “It’s Sandra. Do you mind if I answer?”

			“Not at all.” She uncurled her legs from underneath her. “I’ll probably hit the shower while you talk.”

			“Hello. Hang on, Sandra. That’s mean, you know,” he told Stacy as she headed for the hall. When she turned around, puzzled, he pointed toward the bedroom with the stick. “We could share.”

			Her eyes widened, then narrowed as her cheeks flushed. “You’re Trouble with a capital T, sir.” But she was smiling through her blush, and she laughed as she went down the hall.

			“What are we sharing and who with?” Sandra asked when he came back to the call.

			Gordon cleared his throat. “Never you mind what, and Stacy’s here with me. What are you into today?”

			“I’m in a cooking mood, and I wondered if you were in an eating mood. Stacy—she’s the sweet girl you’re interested in?”

			He’d been so edgy when he and Sandra had taken their vacation early in the year she’d pried the truth out of him.

			“That’s her. We’re at the house in Louisville. Did you happen to watch the news lately, see the story about the guy found dead a couple of days ago in Radcliff?” he asked in a low voice, not wanting his words to carry down the hall.

			“I did. That isn’t—oh, no. That’s her? Oh, Galen.” Sandra was one of the few people on the planet who could call him by that name and get away with it. “Is it as bad as it sounds?”

			“It isn’t good, but we’re hopeful she’ll be cleared soon.”

			“They mentioned in one report that it could have been self-defense…” She left the question of Stacy’s innocence unspoken. If anyone other than Sandra had asked, he might have taken offense.

			“She was set up. I’d stake my life on it.” He let out a breath as Chloe ran over to chatter at her favorite chipmunk, who was calmly bathing three inches from the glass. “Does the invitation for dinner still stand?”

			“Of course it does! Silly boy. I know you wouldn’t put me at risk. How does six thirty sound?”

			It was closing in on five now.

			“Perfect so far as I’m concerned. I’ll check with Stacy and see if she’s up to the visit. It’s been a rough few days.”

			Sandra clucked her tongue. “I imagine it has. Poor thing. Bring her out here and let me feed her.”

			Gordon smiled. “I’ll do my best. Oh, by the way, she’s probably going to be attending the costume ball with me. Think you can set her up with something to wear?”

			“I’d say I can. What size is she?”

			“Um, tiny? She’s only five-two or so, and… I’ll leave that up to you.”

			“Hmmm. Okay. I have a couple of things in mind.”

			He laughed. “I’m not the least surprised. I’ll let you know if something happens, but plan on seeing us. Thanks, Sandra.”

			He grabbed a cold drink from the kitchen, taking time to down it before he headed for the hall. Stacy was coming out of her bedroom when he reached his door.

			“We’re invited to supper. Home-cooked food, good company, and a chance to forget about things for a couple of hours. You interested?”

			She leaned against the wall, hands behind her. “With your mother-in-law?”

			“Yep.” He waited patiently while she ducked her head, considering the invitation.

			“I don’t want to impose.”

			Gordon scowled. “Don’t make me chase you around this house.”

			A smile played around her lips. “One of these days, I’m going to put you to the test on that.”

			Unable to resist her, he moved so that his hands were braced on the wall on either side of her and leaned in. He didn’t touch her, but the distance between them felt intimate nonetheless. “You know, I still have to take a shower. You could come scrub my back or something.”

			She placed her hands on him just below his elbows, her fingers curling around his forearms. “That’d be kind of hard to do with my clothes on.”

			“I won’t object if you take them off. Is this making you uncomfortable?” he asked seriously.

			“No. It’s… nice. The flirting, I mean. You can, uh, touch me if you want.”

			Making sure he moved slowly enough that she didn’t feel threatened, he let his weight rest against her. He was a bit concerned as the jogging shorts he wore did little to hide exactly how attracted to her he was, but when she sighed and wrapped her arms around him, he relaxed.

			When she grabbed his ass, squeezing hard, he jumped and cursed from the shock.

			Stacy’s laughter pealed out, but she didn’t move her hands. “I’m sorry, but I’ve been wanting to do that for hours. You have a ridiculously cute butt, mister.”

			In that moment, Gordon realized there was no “falling in love” with her—he was already there. Happily scared to death, for better or for worse, he was already there. “Careful, Anastasia, you’re playing with fire.”

			“Is that fire?” she asked, giving him another squeeze. “Because I thought fire is what I’m feeling on the other side.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, her eyes widened, and she hid her face against his chest. “Oh, my God, what’s come over me? I’m so sorry.”

			When she lifted her hands away from his rear, Gordon caught them. “Please don’t apologize. Do you know how happy it makes me to have you flirt with me? Think of me as your own personal guinea pig. Touch me however you want, wherever you want—maybe with one exception. I don’t particularly want a prostate exam.”

			When she snorted with laughter, he smiled against her temple.

			“It really is the simple things, you know. Especially when I know they aren’t so simple, not for you. You grabbed my ass—I’ll be on top of the world for a week from that, lady.” He kissed her cheek, then pulled back with a sigh. “As much as I hate to interrupt this flirtation, I’d best get cleaned up. We’re due at Sandra’s at six thirty.”

			“Are you sure it’s okay for me to go?”

			He traced her lips with the tip of his finger. “I’m positive. She’s eager to meet you. I think you’ll really like her.”

			She nodded and gave a bracing sigh. “Then I’ll be there with bells on.”

			As he hit the shower a couple of minutes later, he considered how naturally Stacy had acted, flirting with him, until she’d realized what she was doing. He knew touching him wasn’t easy for her, but maybe in time, she’d rebuild her confidence as far as it pertained to intimacy. However long it took, she was worth the time and effort, and Gordon would do everything in his power to convince her of that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Right as they were getting ready to leave, Gordon’s phone rang again.

			“It’s a 270 number,” he said, referring to the area code for the western part of Kentucky—an area code that also included Elizabethtown. He exchanged a tense look with Stacy as he answered. “Hello?”

			She was afraid to breathe, afraid to move, as she watched his face. When absolute relief visibly washed over him and he smiled, it took everything in her not to burst into tears.

			“Completely dropped? You’re sure? Okay. No, Detective, that’s exactly what we were hoping. Can you tell me what changed?”

			Unable to stand still, she headed for the windows, where she sank down on the ottoman next to Chloe. She didn’t realize she was shaking until she reached a hand out to pet the cat and saw it trembling.

			Gordon followed her, slowly walking as he conversed with who she presumed was Hathaway. “Really? That’s unexpected to say the least. Oh, by the way—I sent my brother your way. He’s a deputy… you did? Good. Yeah, that’s what we were thinking here too.” He listened for a minute, then nodded. “Okay. I can’t begin to tell you how much we appreciate your efforts on this. If we can help in any way… okay. You too.”

			He ended the call and put his phone back in its holster, all the while staring at Stacy. “It’s over. All charges have been dismissed. Everly was dead before you even left Leroy. You didn’t kill him. You’re free.” Hunkering down in front of her, he placed his hands on her knees. “You’re free.”

			It was too much for her to take in. In less than seventy-two hours, her entire life had been turned upside down and back again. She couldn’t speak she was so relieved, so instead, she held on to Gordon, crying. While her tears now were nothing like those from the other night, she was still devastated.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever cried this much in my adult life,” she said, laughing as she clung to him.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He pulled back a short distance, sniffling, his eyes red, and cleared his throat. “No idea. What’s this ‘crying’ you speak of?”

			“Nothing a tough guy like you has to worry about, I’m sure.” Cupping his face, she leaned in and kissed him very softly. It was a chaste kiss, sweet and innocent, and she drew back before it could grow too intense. Nonetheless, it was a real kiss, and it left Gordon speechless.

			He pressed his mouth against the backs of her fingers. Keeping her left hand in his, he got to his feet. “Let’s go celebrate. Do you want me to brief you?”

			“No, actually. Right now, I don’t want to even think about this mess. I’ll text Wyatt and let him know, then we can talk about things—but not now. Later?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			The whole drive to his mother-in-law’s, Stacy kept her hand on his leg. She needed the connection to him, and moreover, she wanted it. “Tell me about Sandra, please.”

			“What do you want to know?”

			She shrugged. “I don’t know—what’s her last name? Where does she live, what does she do? What should I expect?”

			He must have picked up on her nervousness because the smile he sent her was full of reassurance. “Her name is Sandra Rawlings. She lives on a four-hundred-acre farm between Louisville and Shelbyville. She raises horses, but it’s more of a serious hobby than a job. She’s widowed, she loves country music, and she’s a damn good person. Probably one of the best I’ve ever known.”

			“How long has her husband been dead?”

			“He died when Mallory was a teenager. Sandra raised her on her own after that. She’s never remarried.” He’d picked up on the question Stacy wanted to ask but couldn’t figure out how to. “Bill was one of the wealthiest men in the state, had his hands in numerous pies—investments, real estate, horses, coal, whiskey. All the things Kentucky is famous for. That’s where my money came from. He had set up a trust fund for Mallory, which she received when he died, and she passed it along to me.”

			She studied him. “That had to be a little hard to swallow, I imagine—that she was worth more on paper than you.”

			His laugh was rueful. “It was one of the only things we ever had a serious argument about. When she wanted to build the house, it became a particularly contentious point. I didn’t like feeling like a kept man, but neither was it fair to ask her to live on my salary from the Bureau, not given what she was used to. After things got really heated a couple of times, Sandra sat us both down and told us to grow the hell up and learn to compromise. It was either that, she said, or start picking out divorce lawyers and save the heartache down the road.”

			“Wow. That’s blunt.” Stacy wasn’t sure she agreed that Mallory shouldn’t have considered Gordon’s feelings over her money, but she wasn’t about to say that.

			“Sandra can be very blunt but not in a mean way. That was exactly what we needed—she was serious, and we both saw that. When Mallory knew she wasn’t going to recover, she set up her own trust for me. We didn’t exactly fight over that, but I wasn’t happy.” He explained Mallory’s argument. “She was fond of telling me God had a sense of humor, whether I believed it or not, and if I didn’t watch myself, I’d find out the hard way. I was able to help Emma and now you. I’m sure that wherever she is, she’s laughing and saying, ‘I told you so.’”

			His wording about God reminded Stacy of something she’d been curious about for a while. Deciding that she might as well ask, she spoke. “Are you a Satanist?”

			Gordon shot her an astonished look. “Excuse me?”

			She ignored her hot cheeks. “When we first met, you were working on that whole devil-worshipping thing with Beth. I got the feeling then that you were more than simply the FBI’s liaison working undercover in that group. And you’ve said some things here and there about religion that make me wonder. I know you said you’re agnostic, but… are you also a Satanist?”

			Resting his elbow on the door frame, he rubbed his hand across his brow. “No, I’m not a Satanist. Where in the world…? I thought you knew me better than that. As to the group, that was mostly work-related.”

			“Well, don’t get your panties in a wad,” she told him, making a face.

			He sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s not something I talk about much. Most people don’t ask. We’re here.”

			He put his signal on and slowed the car to turn in at the foot of a long driveway leading up to a house, far in the distance, that Stacy could only describe as a mansion.

			“Oh, dear God. I’m so out of my league,” she muttered. “Are you sure I can’t wait at a restaurant or something? I can go back to your house, come pick you up when you’re ready to go home… I’ll figure out how to drive a stick. I can call a cab. Borrow a horse maybe?”

			He parked in front of the house next to an honest-to-God water fountain with a half-naked marble statue, his dimples flashing with amusement. “Chicken.”

			“Baaak, baaak.” She flapped her arms for emphasis.

			The dratted man simply laughed and got out of the car. Stacy closed her eyes, half sick. This was going to be a disaster. She was having dinner with the mother of a dead woman—a dead woman whose husband Stacy was deeply attracted to no less—after having just been cleared of murder charges.

			When he opened her door, she gave a tormented groan and slid out of the car.

			“You know this has all the makings of a Southern farce, right?” she asked as they made the seemingly interminable walk to the door.

			“Don’t get your panties in a wad, Anastasia.”

			She pinched him hard on the butt, making him swat at her hand, just as the front door opened and a perfectly coiffed blonde opened the door. Seeing their interactions, her brows went up in astonishment. Stacy could have sunk into the stone of the porch she was so embarrassed. Of all the impressions to give his mother-in-law...

			To her surprise, however, the woman grinned. “Well, I like her already, Galen. Come in, come in. I’m Sandra. You must be Stacy.” She held out a hand, her grip surprisingly strong. “I’ve been dying of curiosity. He’s mentioned you several times.”

			“Has he?” Stacy managed to squeak out. When Gordon flushed, she felt a little better.

			“Behave,” he muttered as he gave Sandra a hug. “Don’t you get into enough trouble without starting more?”

			Sandra’s answering smile was impish and full of affection. “Sweetie, I never can get into too much trouble.” She turned to Stacy. “I hear you’ve had your share of trouble recently and not the good kind. I’m sorry.”

			“Thank you.” Stacy didn’t know what else to say, but thankfully, Gordon stepped in.

			“So what’s for dinner? Something smells good.”

			“Everything under the moon and then some. Come on back. I’ve almost got it ready. I figured we’d eat in the kitchen since it’s only the three of us,” she called over her shoulder. “Everything’s laid out on the island. I hope you brought your appetites.”

			“Sandra’s a great cook,” Gordon said as they followed her into a massive kitchen that was clearly designed for someone who entertained often and on a large scale. “You may decide to stay with her instead of with me after this.”

			Sandra threw him a brilliant smile. “Flatterer. You’d be welcome to stay here. Galen, take care of the drinks? Stacy, the restroom is under the stairs we just passed if you want to wash up.”

			“Thank you.”

			When Stacy returned to the kitchen a couple of minutes later, Gordon was taking glasses and a pitcher of tea to the small table by the windows. “There’s sweet tea, water, and white wine,” he told her.

			“Tea’s good, thanks.” Reaching the island, she saw that Sandra had prepared grilled chicken, mashed potatoes, peas and carrots, and what looked like homemade yeast rolls. There was salad as well and not the anemic kind with lettuce and a piece of broccoli. “Oh, wow. This looks fabulous.”

			“Wait until you try it. You seriously may abandon me,” Gordon said as he came around and handed her an empty plate.

			As they ate, they discussed various topics, including the costume ball. Stacy didn’t say much at first, just watched as Sandra gently teased Gordon and brought out yet another side of him—that of a beloved son.

			“He swears every year that ball will be his last, but Lesia and I take turns wearing him down,” Sandra told her. “This year’s costume is a doozy. I’ll show it to you in a little while. Any idea what you’re wanting to go as?”

			“Um, not really. I’ve never been to a costume ball.”

			Sandra’s eyes lit up. “Oh, honey, you are going to love it. You’re cute as a button, and I already have ideas on how to outfit you. After we eat, I’ll show you.”

			“Sandra makes a lot of the costumes for the ball,” Gordon said. “That’s why I wanted you to talk to her before you got anything.”

			“I usually keep a couple of spares on hand in case something like this comes up. I have one costume in particular that I’d love to see you in—it would set your coloring off beautifully. But I’m not going to say any more in front of Galen. He never gets to see the costumes beforehand. It’s bad luck.”

			Gordon gave her a mock scowl. “I thought we’d settled that—it’s wedding dresses being seen by the groom that are bad luck. Costumes are not the same.”

			She raised an eyebrow and took a sip of wine. “Uh-huh. Keep telling yourself that, sweetie. You’re still not seeing the costumes early.”

			Stacy hid her smile in her own glass. Sandra was so far from what she’d been expecting, she felt foolish for having worried. She was glad she’d swallowed her tea before Sandra spoke again, else she’d have sprayed it all over the table.

			“So how do you like living with him? Is he a good roommate or not?” When Stacy blinked at her, Sandra sent her a mischievous wink.

			“He’s been very considerate actually.”

			Gordon scowled. “You sound surprised.”

			Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, Stacy gave a self-conscious shrug. “I guess I am. I’ve never really shared a house with anyone before, so I didn’t know what to expect. You’re the first roommate I’ve had.”

			Sandra made a sympathetic sound. “I can imagine how strange it must be. I don’t know how I’d feel, having to share this place with someone twenty-four-seven. I’ve been here by myself since Mallory went to college. That was what, fifteen years ago?”

			“She would have been thirty-four this fall so, yeah,” Gordon said, doing the math, “fifteen years. We’re going to have to find you a husband, Sandra.”

			A peal of tinkling laughter rang out. “Oh, no. I had a husband once. I don’t need another. You worry about your own love life.” With a pointed glance at Stacy, she stood and started clearing the table.

			They quickly moved to help, and before long, all the food was put away. Sandra pulled a pink bakery box out of the refrigerator and gave it to Gordon, then she grabbed a stack of dessert plates.

			“Do you like lemon crème cake?” she asked Stacy.

			“Of course. What’s not to like?”

			“Exactly! So tell me about this job of yours—you’re a detective?”

			“Yes. With the Olman County Sheriff’s Department. I’ve been detective for almost three years now.”

			Sandra handed her a plate with a large slice of the lemony confection on it, her gaze assessing. “You’re so tiny, I have a hard time envisioning you taking down bad guys.”

			“So do a lot of people, but she has that element of surprise on her side,” Gordon remarked. He accepted his own piece of cake. “They use her for training with the new recruits. State police too, not just local. They line up to get flipped upside down by her.”

			Stacy smiled. “So do curious former FBI agents who get roped into training sessions.”

			Sandra’s eyes were wide with fascinated curiosity. “Really? How in the world do you manage to subdue them?”

			“A lot of it comes down to catching the person at just the right angles, in just the right way,” Stacy explained. “Leverage, center of gravity, that sort of thing. Simple physics, really. It’s like the woman who stands in a certain position. She barely weighs a hundred pounds soaking wet, but even a big, strong bodybuilder can’t pick her up. I could show you, if you’re interested. We’d need a volunteer who wasn’t afraid to get tossed though.”

			They both looked at Gordon, who paused, a bite of cake halfway to his mouth. “Who, me? Oh, no. Going ass over teakettle once was enough, thank you very much. Nope.”

			“I’m in,” Sandra said before he could make further protests. “Where can we do this? Don’t we need a soft surface?”

			Gordon groaned. “Do we have to do it tonight? I’m stuffed.”

			Stacy laughed. “If it’s okay with Mrs. Rawlings, we can do a rain check. You might consider coming up to Leroy. I’ll be doing a women’s self-defense class in a couple of weeks, assuming I’m reinstated. I’d be more than happy to add you to the roster.”

			Sandra raised her wine glass and clinked it against Stacy’s. “It’s a deal. And please, call me Sandra. Mrs. Rawlings is my mother-in-law. The woman’s been gone thirty years, and she still scares me.”

			Gordon smiled. “I know the feeling. Ow!” he said when Sandra gently socked him in the arm.

			She rolled her eyes. “Hush, you big baby. I barely tapped you.”

			“I’m so abused.” He turned a pleading look to Stacy. When she snorted with laughter, he sighed. “No sympathy. No respect.”

			Sandra hugged him. “You know I love you. One of the best things my daughter ever did was bring this one home,” she told Stacy with a soft smile. “Bill and I always wanted more children, but it wasn’t meant. I know a lot of people say this about their children’s spouses, but I really mean it—I gained a son when Mallory married Galen. She chose well.”

			Clearing his throat, Gordon stood. “I’ll clear the table this time.”

			They were quiet as he went to the sink and rinsed the dishes, both women watching him.

			“He has a hard time figuring out what to do with me sometimes,” Sandra mused quietly so as to not be heard over the running water. “Motherly affection throws him off balance every now and then. How are things with your situation—the legal situation, I mean?”

			“We got a call right before we came here—they’ve dropped all charges. I didn’t ask Gordon for details. I was too overwhelmed. So at least there’s that, but I still don’t know what the implications are going to be for me career-wise. He’s not what I expected,” Stacy confessed as she watched Gordon, more than a little surprised to hear the words leave her mouth.

			“Good or bad?”

			“Good, definitely. He’s just… there’s a lot he keeps hidden. A lot I wasn’t expecting.” She knew it wasn’t the most articulate explanation, but Sandra seemed to understand.

			“He didn’t used to be so closed off, though he’s always been reserved,” she said as he loaded the dishwasher.

			Stacy felt a pang of guilt about not helping, but her curiosity outweighed the guilt. She wasn’t about to leave the table and miss hearing something that might help her figure out who Gordon really was. “I take it he changed after Mallory passed?”

			Sandra’s smile was sad. “Oh, yes. I always had the impression he was someone who didn’t think he had a place on the inside with other people. He was always more comfortable on the periphery, looking in, even after they married. After we lost Mallory, that impression deepened. He stays on the outside so that he doesn’t get hurt. That isn’t to say he isn’t capable of forming close bonds—he is, and he does. It’s just not as easy for him as it is for some.” She turned a shrewd gaze to Stacy. “I think you understand that, don’t you?”

			Rubbing the chill bumps that had risen on her arms, Stacy nodded. “Too well.”

			With the dishes loaded, Gordon headed back to the table and braced his hands on the back of his chair. “What are you two talking about?”

			“You, of course,” Sandra answered promptly, startling a laugh out of Stacy.

			Gordon grinned at her. “Well, I hope it’s good.”

			“Oh, it is. I was just about to tell your detective here what Mallory did for a living. I’m assuming he hasn’t already told you?” she asked Stacy through his protests.

			Intrigued, Stacy shook her head. “No. He hasn’t mentioned it.”

			Sandra sent him a tolerant look. “He always has had trouble telling people. She was a writer. Wrote romances under a pseudonym—Mallory Love. Have you heard of her?”

			Stacy knew her mouth had to be hanging open, but she couldn’t help it. She turned her astonished gaze to Gordon, who was rubbing his face, staring at the ceiling.

			“Your Mallory wrote Pleasuring a Prince? Seducing the Sheik? Half a dozen others whose titles I can’t think of right now?”

			The flush that heated his face spoke volumes, making his terse, “Yes,” unnecessary.

			Stacy knew her face had to be as bright as his. Those books were some of the most poignant, well-written erotica she’d ever read. As the astonishment of Mallory’s secret identity wore off, another thought occurred to her. This one made her face truly burn, and she looked down at the table, afraid Gordon would be able to read her thoughts.

			“And there’s the look,” he said, throwing his hands up. “Happens every time, especially when people have read her books. Which, I gather, you have?”

			Stacy nodded, looking at Sandra rather than him. “I have all of them.”

			“What look is that, sweetie?” Sandra asked, shooting Stacy another wink filled with mischief.

			Gordon huffed, hands on hips. “You know good and well what look. The ‘oh, wow, are you the inspiration for the bedroom antics?’ look.”

			His tone was filled with such indignation, Stacy had to look at him. He was gazing at the wall behind the table, shaking his head, doing his best to ignore their amusement.

			She could hardly believe it when she heard herself ask, “Well, are you?”

			At that, Gordon’s eyes flew to hers. He stared at her, speechless, as Sandra dissolved into laughter.

			“Oh, goodness. Kids, you’ve destroyed me!” She swiped at the tears that had tracked down her cheeks. “Only one way to find out, I guess. You’ll have to try him out, Stacy.”

			As embarrassed as she was, Stacy was more amused. Soon, she was laughing as hard as Sandra while Gordon stood there, completely flustered, struggling for words. Finally, he threw his hands in the air again.

			“I have no words. Nothing. I’m going to get some air. You ladies… behave yourselves. ‘Try him out,’ she says,” he muttered as he left the kitchen. The rest of his words were too muffled for Stacy to make out.

			“Oh, that got a reaction,” Sandra drawled, still chuckling. “I’ve not seen him that disturbed in years. It’s about time someone got under his skin again.”

			Stacy wiped her eyes with a napkin. “You don’t think he’s really offended, do you?”

			“No, honey. I think he’s worried I’ll send you running the other direction. And I’d hate myself if I did—please tell me you’re not upset.”

			Intimidated, yes, but she wasn’t about to confess that. She assured Sandra she was fine. “I just never expected this revelation.” This had to be one of the “deep” secrets he’d told her she’d have to work for.

			Sandra stood. “Come with me. Let’s get a look at those costumes.”

			Once upstairs, she directed Stacy’s gaze to a grouping of pictures that hung on the wall of the long hallway. “That’s Mallory.”

			Stepping closer, Stacy studied the stunning blonde. In each picture—most of them taken when Mallory was a teenager and then a young woman—her vibrancy and personality practically leapt out of the photograph.

			“When I asked him about her, Gordon told me that she was the most ‘alive’ person he had known. I think I see what he meant. She was very special, wasn’t she?”

			Sandra touched Mallory’s image with a soft caress. “Oh, yes. You couldn’t be angry or upset around her. Not really. Even when she was sick, she lit up a room.” She sighed, a lonely sound that broke Stacy’s heart. “The only time I ever saw her depressed was after they lost the baby. Has Galen mentioned that?”

			Stunned, Stacy shook her head. “No.”

			She didn’t protest when Sandra linked their arms and led her on down the hall, sensing that the older woman needed the touch.

			“I didn’t think he would, though I’d hoped. Maybe he’ll talk to you about it someday.” She released Stacy when they reached an open door. Turning on the light, she gestured for Stacy to enter what turned out to be a large sewing room complete with dressmaker’s forms. “I don’t think he’s ever dealt with that particular loss. He never got the chance.”

			Stacy waited while Sandra walked around the room, touching things here and there. After a minute, she stopped at a window and moved the curtain. “I love him like a son, and I’d die or kill for him just like I’d given birth to him. But if I’d had to pair him up with someone, I never would have chosen Mallory. They loved each other, don’t get me wrong, but she was not a perfect fit for him. There was more stress in the marriage than there needed to be, and as much as it pains me to admit it, my daughter was probably responsible for the majority of that. She was very alive, but she wasn’t an easy person to live with.”

			The assessment surprised Stacy, but she didn’t disagree with the words, not in the least. “He’s told me a bit about their differences in opinions, let’s say, over money.”

			Sandra smiled. “You’re a natural diplomat. She came close to running roughshod over him a few times. Vastly different backgrounds make for good fodder for romance novels and tabloids, but the reality of it is much harsher. My own background is rather pedestrian and boring, and sometimes I think I’d not have married Bill if I’d had any idea what I was getting into. But then I wouldn’t have had Mallory or Galen, and I wouldn’t give up the time I’ve had with them for all the world.” Shaking herself, she straightened and changed the subject. “In any event, we need to figure out a costume for you for this ball. How do you feel about fairies?”

			“Fairies are nice, I suppose,” Stacy responded, going along. “What do you have in mind?”

			As they went through the options Sandra had—all of which were stunningly beautiful—Stacy couldn’t help but wonder if Gordon and Mallory’s marriage would have stood the test of time. Being slammed repeatedly in the pride department had to have been emotionally wearing for a man like him. She had no doubt he’d loved Mallory, but love wasn’t enough sometimes to hold a couple together, and she wondered if it would have been for them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Gordon was feeling particularly restless by the time they got back to his house. They’d promised everyone in Leroy an update first thing in the morning because Stacy had begged off making those calls this evening. He hadn’t argued—he was as relieved as she was that she was in the clear, and he was more than happy to focus on more positive things.

			That said, watching her bond so well with Sandra had set something loose inside him. He was starting to think that maybe there was really an “us,” and he was practically jittery from the want and need to make that nebulous hope a reality. He didn’t mean sex necessarily, but he wasn’t sure he could pretend they were just now forming a relationship when, in his mind, it felt forged in steel.

			If it turned out Stacy didn’t feel the same, he feared that rejection might wreck him.

			Plus, he was still stinging a bit from Sandra’s revelation about the pen name. He didn’t mind Stacy knowing. He’d planned to tell her—after they were intimate. It was worrisome, the speculation he’d seen in her gaze when she found out. She was already intimidated by the idea of intimacy. He feared that with the knowledge he’d been married to an erotica author in mind, she’d try to hold either or both of them up to an impossible standard.

			They’d just walked in the door and he’d fed Chloe, watching as Stacy quietly walked around the living room, perusing the bookshelf.

			When he opened his mouth as he moved to stand in the middle of the room, he wasn’t sure where his words came from. Certainly not from his head. “It isn’t like it is in the books, you know. I mean, it can be, but mostly… it just isn’t. It’s good, sometimes spectacularly so, but it isn’t all glamorous and sleek. Sex is messy business, damn it, and not just from the perspective of bodily fluids.”

			When Stacy turned to him, befuddled amusement in her eyes, he groaned and buried his face in his hands.

			“Um, okay. That isn’t what I was expecting to hear you say, but we can have that conversation.” She was clearly struggling not to smile. “If it helps, I wasn’t expecting it to be all glamorous and sleek.”

			“You weren’t?”

			She shook her head.

			“But you said you’ve read the books.” He lowered his hands, placing them on his hips as he scowled.

			“I can see certain elements of you in those books now that I know who wrote them. Your strengths, your sweetness,” she said with a soft smile. “Even some of your irascibility. Obviously I can’t attest to exactly how much those characters are based on you, but—how to put this?”

			“Spitting it out seems to be the preferred delivery method tonight,” he said dryly.

			She grinned. “It does. Okay. If she based those books on what you two did in the bedroom, even loosely, I don’t see that as a bad thing. I figure I’m in very good hands if that’s the case, and God knows as backward as I am, I need to be. If she didn’t, that’s fine too. A little daunting, but if we’re so inclined, we can figure things out, I’m sure.”

			Gordon shook his head slowly, marveling at her. “Are you going to be disappointed if I tell you I’ve never done half the things in the books?”

			“Not in the least. Which half?” She touched his arm. “In all seriousness, you’re really bothered by this. Why?”

			“I hated being the object of speculation,” he confessed quietly, catching her hand and lacing their fingers together. “Not that many people knew what she did, but there were enough that it was uncomfortable from time to time. Some of those books are downright kinky, and people tend to not understand as much as they should the difference between reality and fiction.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			He shrugged. “It’s fine. It’s over, for the most part, and I’m glad about that.”

			Stacy sighed. “My timing is horrendous, but I need to ask you to do something. Please, please feel free to say no. I mean that.”

			“Okay. What do you need me to do?”

			Her hand tightened around his. “Will you touch me?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			She hid her face against his chest. “This shouldn’t be so hard,” she whispered. “Here.” She slid his hand up her body, stopping just shy of her breast. “Please?”

			Her breathing had increased, and from where his hand rested on her ribs, he could feel her heart racing. “Are you sure?”

			“Yes. I need to know. When you touch me, I don’t get nervous. I feel comfortable, safe. And I need to know if that includes sexually. I need to know how far I can go. I want to know—not just as an experiment either.”

			Gordon finally remembered to breathe. “Generally speaking, comfortable is not the goal with sexual touching.”

			She gave a half smile. “I know. But anything other than me running away from you would be an improvement, right?”

			Instead of lifting his hand to touch her breast, he tipped up her chin. He slid his fingers into her hair, his hold gentle but firm enough that she couldn’t not look at him. He had to see her face when she answered, make sure she wasn’t being pressured into anything because of what she’d learned. “Why now? Why is it so important to you tonight?”

			“Because it’s time I took my life back, and I need to know that I can. If not, I need to know that too. Plus, I genuinely want to try. My curiosity and… my longing, I guess, are outweighing my caution. I’m tired of being scared.”

			“All right. I’m not going to ask you if you’re sure about this. You’re a grown woman, and I figure you know your own mind. I don’t feel like I’m taking advantage of you if I take you to my bed tonight,” he told her, his voice rough with emotion. “But I want you to understand that you’re in charge here, one hundred percent. Any time you want to stop, we stop. Anything you aren’t comfortable with, you tell me. Okay?”

			She kissed the inside of his wrist. “Okay. Do you mind taking control? I’m afraid I’ll chicken out if I try to lead, never mind the fact that I don’t know what in the world I’m doing. I want so badly to… I want this, but I need some help.”

			In answer, he stepped back and held out his hands. “Come dance with me.”

			His heart was pounding as he led her down the hall. She preceded him into the bedroom, and Gordon gently shut the door in Chloe’s face and locked it. “Not tonight, little girl.”

			“What do you think our chances are of getting her to leave us alone?”

			He laughed. “Probably nil, but we can try.”

			She went to the nightstand and turned on the lamp, then faced him. “I have scars. Not just from the rape, but from other things. I don’t mind the lights staying on, but I wanted you to know.”

			Gordon turned off the overhead light. “That doesn’t make you less attractive to me, if that’s what you’re worried about. I have scars too.” Drawing her into his arms, he took a minute to hold her. It had been a long time for him, and he hoped he could make it good for her. He told her as much. “I’m afraid I’m out of practice.”

			Stacy laughed softly. “There’s only one way to fix that.”

			“There is, isn’t there?” Touching her lips with his fingers, he bent to press a kiss to the corner of her mouth. He was starting to shake, both from nerves and eagerness. After so many months of waiting and wanting, the moment was finally here. Everything was going to change after tonight, and that scared him a little. If he wasn’t careful, he could hurt her, and that was the last thing he wanted to do.

			“Off, please,” she requested, tugging on his shirt.

			Gordon obliged her with a smooth move, and as he tossed the shirt aside, he hoped he had both the skills and control to do what he had to in order to make her enjoy the night ahead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			As Gordon sat on the edge of the bed and watched her, Stacy kept her eyes on the skin he’d revealed. She couldn’t pull her focus away from his body. Intense longing engulfed her; the desire to touch him was almost a compulsion it was so strong. She curled her fingers into her palms to fight it.

			For long moments, she let her gaze travel the planes and lines that made up his chest, shoulders, and arms. He was in terrific shape—not heavily muscled but obviously fit—and his skin was a much warmer tone than her own shade of pale.

			“I’m not sure what to do here,” she told him softly. “I’d like to touch you.”

			He smiled. “Think of me as a really big cat—one who likes having his belly rubbed.”

			Stepping closer, she laughed and rested her hands on his shoulders, then moved them down his chest. When she brushed over his nipples, his hands came up to her hips, gripping loosely, and the heat in his gaze nearly scorched her. Keeping his reaction in mind for later, she kept going, her hands exploring the tense muscles over his ribs, his belly.

			He jerked a little as her fingers approached his belly button, and she realized he was ticklish. She deliberately lightened her touch, making him jerk again, and his arms came around her fully.

			“Stop that.”

			“I thought you said I was in charge here,” she said, teasingly.

			With a half-growling sigh, he loosened his hold, then scooted back and propped himself up on his elbows. “Have at me.”

			Cautiously, Stacy climbed onto the bed, straddled his legs, and resumed her exploration. He was so warm. His skin was smooth, and as she moved her hands, his muscles bunched and jumped under her touch. When she chanced looking up at him, the intensity in his gaze seared her.

			She couldn’t look away. “What now?”

			“Now we enjoy each other. Are you comfortable taking your shirt off?”

			In answer, she eased the garment over her head. She didn’t take her eyes off Gordon’s face, needing to know if the scars on her chest and belly repulsed him or not. When a flush spread across his cheekbones and he swallowed, she breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

			“You have been hiding,” he murmured huskily as he sat up.

			“A little.” She had long been uncomfortable with the size of her breasts. Being petite, the fact that she was a D-cup was more obvious on her than on taller women.

			He raised his hands to her shoulders, slipping his thumbs under the wide, lacy straps of her midnight-blue bra. “More than a little. Why? Is it the job or the other thing?” He eased the straps off her shoulders, rubbing at the red marks they left behind.

			Stacy arched into his touch, which was both soothing and electrifying, she was thankful to note. “Both. They’re a distraction, and I don’t want people to see my breasts first, then me. And I don’t like the way men look at me when I don’t wear a minimizer. Present company excluded.”

			“It’s a shame though. You shouldn’t have to hide these. This can’t be comfortable.” He traced the edges of the cups, and the sensation sent flutters through her.

			When he reached around to undo the clasp, her breath caught, but she didn’t protest. When the bra dropped, his breathing sped up and he swallowed. When he slid his hands up from her hips to cup her breasts, so slowly and cautiously, the reverence in his gaze and his touch made her want to cry.

			“You are so damned beautiful,” he said. “Do you know that?”

			Stacy kissed him, tentatively but with less trepidation than she’d had before.

			There was plenty of heat—almost too much—between them. As it built, it made her uncomfortable, but at the same time, it drew her in. The soft, gentle way he touched her—as though he were terrified of hurting her but desperate to have her—was what helped her let go of her discomfort.

			From there, it was so simple. Kisses, touches, caresses—even laughter and teasing. Whenever she felt overwhelmed, he backed off, letting her regain her equilibrium enough that she was eager to continue. He didn’t rush her, though she knew he had to be feeling a lot of pressure to finish.

			By the time he rose over her, Stacy was more than ready to see the act finished. When he brushed against her for the first time, she felt a moment’s anxiety, but then she was so focused on the sensations of having him inside her that all thought fled.

			“You okay?” he asked, his voice strained.

			“Umm-huh. Don’t you dare stop.” To punctuate her words, she slid her hands down his back, digging her nails into his skin.

			After that, there were no more words, only magic as they both flew.

			[image: ]

			A long time later, Stacy finally felt as though she could breathe enough to speak. Even so, she couldn’t find the words to tell Gordon how she felt. He seemed to understand without her speaking.

			She couldn’t stop touching him, running her hands over his skin. Part of her had been terrified that she’d end up running from his bed—literally—in a panic over the prospect of intimacy. Instead, she found herself wanting more. Her relief was so profound she almost cried.

			When he rolled them over so that she was lying on top of him, she squeaked. He pulled the covers up over them both, and she took the opportunity to arrange herself more comfortably. She slid off of him and tucked herself under his arm, staying as close as she could.

			“Do you have any idea what this means to me, what we did here?” she whispered. “That it was you?”

			He cupped her face and placed a tender kiss on the crown of her head. “Yeah. I have some idea. It meant as much to me. You mean so much to me. I hope you know that.”

			She touched his cheek. “I do.” She rested her head on his shoulder, utterly relaxed, and before she could think twice, she was asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Waking with Stacy in his arms, Gordon thought, made for about as good a morning as a man could hope to have. Though their lovemaking hadn’t been easy for her at certain points, with every step they had taken through the night, he had been able to see her self-esteem building and returning.

			He wasn’t naïve enough to think one night of really good sex would magically “cure” her—she didn’t need “cured” for one thing. There was nothing wrong with her. But she’d started to learn to enjoy herself without fear of judgment or mockery, and the significance of that was indescribable. Watching her learn about herself as she learned to touch him had taken a weight off his shoulders—and, he thought, off of hers as well.

			She stretched, then stilled for an instant before relaxing against him. “Mm, hi.”

			Gordon kissed her neck just below her ear. “Hi. How’d you sleep?”

			“Like a rock. What time is it?” She rose up briefly to look to the foot of the bed, where Chloe was stretching. “When did she come in?”

			“The last time I got up, and it’s a little before seven. I’d say we have about half an hour, maybe a bit longer, before the phone starts ringing off the hook with some impatient people in Leroy who need to know what’s going on.”

			She rolled toward him, sliding her legs alongside his as she laughed. “Hopefully not all of what’s going on.” She glanced at him with a flirtatious grin as she hugged him. “Did last night really happen?”

			Brushing her hair back off her face, he smiled. “Oh, yes.”

			“How long have you been awake? You’re awfully alert—is there coffee?” She traced her fingers over his chest.

			“Not long, and no, there’s no coffee yet. The pot should be going off soon.” He pulled her leg up so that it was over his hip, gratified when she moved closer. “As to my alertness, I’m not about to miss out on a minute of having you in my bed. I’m building castles in the sky this morning, I’m so alert.”

			When she grasped his erection, he sucked in a breath.

			“I’ve never heard this called ‘castles in the sky,’ you know. I’ve also never slept naked. This feels decadent,” she said softly.

			He swallowed hard as her hands grew bolder. “That’s one word for it. Sleeping naked is the only way to go.”

			By the time they were out of bed some minutes later, Gordon was smitten all over again. Though she was still somewhat hesitant, Stacy was flirting with him, and he was seeing a side of her he’d never expected—a softer, wickedly sweet side that pulled him in like a siren’s song.

			“I’m afraid I’m too clingy,” she told him when they were standing beside the coffee pot, after they’d showered and gotten ready for the day. She had her arm around his waist and was leaning into him as he poured coffee for them both.

			Gordon picked her up and set her on the counter, stepping between her legs as she laughed. “No such thing,” he assured her with a soft kiss to her temple. “If we didn’t have places to go and people to see today, we’d still be in bed.”

			Her smile was soft, winsome. “I’ve always thought that sounded like heaven, being able to curl up with someone all day. Rain check?”

			“Soon, I promise.” He stepped away only long enough to pour them each a mug of coffee. “I meant what I said earlier. I’m building castles around you. I know that’s supposed to be the female side of a relationship, and the man’s supposed to be all reluctant and dragged to the altar or what have you. Maybe it’s too soon to tell you that. I hope not.”

			She ducked her head, wrapping her hands around her mug. “Who’s to say I’m not building castles too? I—this is so new, all of this. Having a relationship, never mind what’s going on within it. It should be too soon for castle building, but at the same time, it doesn’t feel like it is.”

			He shrugged as he sipped his coffee. “I haven’t been hanging around the department all these months because I like seeing Jason’s and Ethan’s pretty faces, you know.”

			She snickered. “They’d be devastated to hear that.”

			Gordon almost choked, his laugh came upon him so fast. “I’m sure they would.”

			When her phone rang, she sighed and closed her eyes. “Time’s up. Hey, boss.” She tightened her legs around Gordon for a second when he tried to step back. “I’ll put you on speaker, if that’s okay. How are things this morning?”

			“You tell me. We’re all dying from curiosity here. Maria’s with me. We’re on the way in to work for a couple of hours.”

			“Hey, kids,” Maria said. “So what the fricking hell is going on? The charges were really dropped?”

			“They really were. I’ll have to ask Gordon to fill us in on the details. We’ve not discussed it yet,” Stacy said.

			There was silence on the other end of the line, then Maria cleared her throat. “In over twelve hours, you’ve not discussed it? What have you been talking about then? Wyatt, hush!”

			The sheriff’s soft laughter could be heard clearly in the background, quickly turning into a cough. “Sorry. Something in my throat.”

			Stacy’s cheeks were bright red, but she was grinning even as she groaned and hid her face in Gordon’s shoulder. “Moving right along before we’re all mortified…”

			He took over. “According to Hathaway, the autopsy results were pretty clear. Everly was dead well before Stacy even left Leroy. The gun he was shot with was not the gun they found on scene, and as you mentioned yesterday, Wyatt, it has a link to a case in Clay County from back in December. As much as the prosecutor wanted to hold on to Stacy, he was shouted down by the judge. Apparently—again, according to Hathaway—the judge threatened quite seriously and at length to charge him and his entire office with obstruction if he didn’t drop the charges. So we’re not out of the woods yet, not if this guy has such a raging vendetta against Stacy, but we’re a helluva lot better off than we were.”

			Wyatt whistled low. “I’ll take that any day over where we were. I saw the reports Charlie sent over. It looks like this Clay County connection is the next thing we need to look at. What’s your next step?”

			“We plan to head down there today,” Gordon answered. “My brother, Garrett, is a deputy in Clay County, and he’s promised us all sorts of information. He’s kind of stubborn though, so he’s making us drive down for it.”

			“A stubborn Gordon? I don’t believe it,” Maria said. “I also saw the reports. Stacy, how deep in this do you think Maggie is?”

			“She could be fully involved,” Stacy said quietly. “She’s certainly not as innocent as I’d hoped.”

			Maria cursed. “I’m sorry, sweetie.”

			“So am I.”

			Gordon rubbed her back. “I’d planned to call Hathaway when we’re on the road and let him know what we found out about Maggie. I imagine they’ll want to pull her in to talk.”

			“What time are you heading down to Kentucky? Rather, to Clay County,” Wyatt said. “I forgot you’re not on the right side of the river today.”

			Stacy snorted. “You Hoosier. We’ll be leaving shortly. How far is it from here?”

			“About three hours,” Gordon said.

			Wyatt spoke. “Hang on a second, kids. Yeah, I need a sausage biscuit, plain, and a second biscuit, no sausage, with egg and cheese, mustard and ketchup, and with pickles on the side. Extra, extra pickles.”

			A woman’s voice could be heard responding, the sound tinny. “I’m sorry—what?”

			Wyatt sighed and repeated the order. “And a large unsweetened tea also. With plenty of ice.”

			Stacy was leaning against Gordon, quietly falling apart with laughter as the confused woman gave Wyatt his total. “She’s such a stereotype,” she told him in a low voice as she held the phone away. “She’s putting pickles, mustard, and ketchup on everything.”

			On the other end of the call, Maria huffed. “Don’t glower at me, husband. My condition is entirely your fault. There’s a certain poetic justice, don’t you think, in a slip-up with condoms having caused a craving for condiments? You reap what you sow, yes indeed.”

			“Are we still on the call, or did you mute it?” Wyatt asked, his voice somewhat strangled. “Because I could swear we were talking with Stacy and Gordon just a second ago. They don’t… I can’t… what in the world am I going to do with you, woman?”

			“Stacy already knows I’m preggers, and Gordon won’t say a word. Besides, with us going through the drive-thru ordering this stuff and me being nearly six months along, it isn’t gonna be a secret for much longer. I practically waddle-walk now, and if you think more than half the department doesn’t already know, you need new glasses. As to what you can do with me, we’ll discuss that later,” she told him with impertinence.

			That did it. Gordon started laughing. He backed away from Stacy, not wanting to interrupt the phone call any more than it had already been interrupted, but he couldn’t get the image of Wyatt and Maria sitting in his county-issued SUV in a drive-thru, arguing over pickles, out of his mind. The harder he tried to stop laughing, the worse it was.

			Shaking his head, he waved at Stacy and headed for the back door. “I need a minute. Go on without me.”

			As he stood on the patio, wiping his eyes from having laughed so hard, it occurred to him that he was happy. Life wasn’t perfect, but the dark clouds that had dogged him for so many years were gone. If he died in that moment, his only regrets would be not having told Stacy he loved her and not having gotten to spend decades proving that truth. Vowing to rectify the first regret as soon as he could, and with hope that time would take care of the second, he headed back inside.

			Stacy was still seated on the counter, her lips pursed with amusement as she watched him walk over to her. “We’re supposed to call them back once we’ve ‘gotten hold of ourselves’ so we can finish the call. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him quite so flustered. He has his hands full with her, and he’s loving every minute of it.”

			Gordon gave her a quick, smacking kiss, something that she’d told him didn’t bother her in the least coming from him. “Sorry I fell apart like that. His utter exasperation, and at the same time… was that smugness I heard? It slayed me.”

			Stacy grinned then snorted, and that set him off again. This time, she was right there with him, and it was more than a couple of minutes before they could look at each other without laughing.

			“Ready, Galen?” she asked sassily.

			Gordon slipped his hands under her loose blouse, gently cupping her breasts. “Watch yourself, Anastasia.”

			When she’d repeatedly called him by his name last night, he’d given in.

			He’d braced himself on his elbows to look down at her. “You like that name, don’t you?”

			“You’re Gordon to almost everyone, but you’re Galen to me,” she said softly, her arms winding around his neck. “I’m sorry.”

			Slowly, he thrust into her, watching as her eyes widened, then fluttered closed. Her back arched, and she clenched him in an intimate grip that had him pulling in a bracing breath.

			“Say it again,” he murmured against the sweat-dampened skin of her neck as he pulled back, then thrust forward again. “Say my name.”

			By the time they’d finished, he was ready to have the name tattooed somewhere as a permanent reminder of their lovemaking.

			Now, as he teased her, she brought her hands up to hold his still, her eyes soft and warm as her cheeks flushed. “Don’t start something you can’t finish right now.”

			“That sounds like a dare,” he said, his voice low, but he removed his hands and moved back a step. “Rain check?”

			“Oh, yes. Rain check. Let’s do this.” She dialed Wyatt’s number.

			“Thanks for calling Laughs a Minute,” Maria answered. “How can we entertain you?”

			“You two are adorable,” Stacy told her. “I believe we were discussing the plan for Clay County.”

			“We were,” Wyatt said. “How long are you planning to be down there?”

			Gordon shrugged. “I figured we’d take a go-bag just in case, but we should be back this evening unless something comes up.”

			“Good. Keep in touch on what you find. Now, as far as the murder charges go and the impact they’ve had on Stacy with regards to the suspension, I’m afraid we’re still going to have to go to the review board before you’re reinstated,” Wyatt said. “I’ll try to set that up for next week sometime. I don’t think it’ll cause any problems going forward, but I can’t promise that. I’m sorry.”

			She rubbed her injured wrist, something she was prone to doing when she was stressed, Gordon had noticed. “It is what it is. I can only do what they ask, right?”

			Wyatt sighed. “There’s an appeals process if things don’t come back the way we want it to, but for the most part, it’s up to them to say yea or nay. The department’s been under a lot of scrutiny since the mess with the extortion letters last fall. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be the least bit concerned. With this, they’re going to want to do things as strictly by the book as possible. It might behoove you to find legal representation who isn’t… ahem, so personally invested, let’s say.”

			“Any recommendations on that?” she asked, her cheeks flushing.

			“John Hudson. He’s good.”

			“He is that,” Gordon said. “Is there any word on any of the missing items—Stacy’s belongings, the rental car, any of it? Has she shown up on anyone’s radar posing as Stacy?”

			“Thankfully no, and there’s no word—nada, zip, zero. None,” Maria answered. “No pings from anywhere. It’s like whoever Pam is in cahoots with, she took them and they disappeared into a black hole.”

			“As much as I’d like to say she can stay there, it’d be better if we knew exactly where she was and what she’s doing,” Stacy said. “With any luck, what we find today will help bring her in. Plus, if Gordon’s right—and I think he is—bringing Maggie in to talk in an official capacity might put some weight behind the questioning. She would never tell me what she knew about Pam, but if the cops in Radcliff put the fear of God into her…”

			Gordon wasn’t sure that would work. “I think she’s hiding something more than Pam’s whereabouts. She’s holding that information too close to her vest. There’s a weight on her; you can tell when you talk to her.”

			“Then someone should offer to help her lift that weight,” Wyatt said. “Maybe charging her with aiding and abetting would be a good start. I know she’s your friend, Stacy, but the more I hear about the woman, the less I like.”

			“I’m starting to wonder exactly how good of a friend she’s really been,” Stacy said quietly. “I think the friendship has mostly been on my side, and I pretended it was a two-way street. Otherwise, she’d have helped us find Pam years ago.”

			Gordon stood back so she could get down. As she paced away, tension practically vibrated off of her.

			“We’ll let you two go,” Wyatt said, drawing Gordon’s attention back to the call. “Be safe on the road and once you get there, and call if you need us, no matter what. You hear?”

			“Yes, sir. Don’t work too hard today. It’s the weekend, you know,” Stacy teased. “Now that you’re a married couple, you have better things to do than go into the office on your days off.”

			Maria laughed. “Trust me, we’re only stopping by for a quickie. Oh, my God, that’s not what I meant to say! I didn’t mean quickie! Quick minute. Quick damned minute. My words got mixed up. Sheesh, it’s a good think we’re parked, or Wyatt would have wrecked. I need autocorrect for my mouth.”

			Wyatt was snorting with laughter. “Please, please, hang up now before I cry.”

			Maria sighed. “Hanging up. Bye, guys.”

			Gordon handed Stacy the phone, his lips quivering. “Are they always like that?”

			She nodded. “Any time they’re not officially on the clock. They’re both plain, old-fashioned smitten with each other, and it makes them a little goofy. Which, if you’re used to seeing Wyatt on the job, can be a bit startling.” She smiled, but her expression was sad.

			“I can understand the smitten part as I’m in that state myself,” he told her softly. “What’s wrong?”

			“I guess I got knocked back down to earth somewhat. I hadn’t forgotten about this mess, but it hasn’t been at the forefront of my mind in the last few hours.”

			Gordon folded her into a hug. “We’ll get through this.”

			She nodded against him. “I hope so. We’d best get this show on the road, don’t you think?”

			When she moved to step back, he kept his hands on her hips. “If things go well enough today, maybe we can come back here tonight and forget the world exists again. At least for a little while.”

			“That sounds nice.” She squeezed his hand. “I’ll get a bag together.”

			As he watched her go, he tried to let go of his worry. She was right. Talking to Wyatt and Maria, focusing again on the situation with Pam in such stark detail after having spent a few hours of “normal” time—it was jarring. But he had every hope they’d find resolution and soon Pam would be behind bars where she belonged. Since she’d managed to successfully dodge law enforcement efforts to locate her for so long, however, he had real concerns that would continue to be the case, and he was terribly afraid of what that would mean for Stacy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			An hour into the trip, Stacy had caught up with everyone she’d planned to, and Gordon had as well.

			After they’d taken a quick pit stop at a gas station and were back on the road, she turned to him. “Tell me about your brother.”

			“He’s mean, he’s ugly, and I don’t think you’ll like him.”

			She poked him in the ribs. “Which means he’s probably a sweetheart.”

			“He’s okay. Seriously, he’s a good kid. A good cop, great father. And he’s fun to be around most of the time.”

			“What about his wife? What’s she like?”

			Gordon took a sip of coffee. “He’s not married. He got involved with Emma’s mother, realized they weren’t a good fit, and then after they’d broken up, she discovered she was pregnant. Rochelle was a drug addict.”

			“Oh, no. Was that part of Emma’s health issues?”

			“Yeah. Garrett did everything he could to help keep Rochelle clean during the pregnancy—and to her credit, she tried to stay clean—but there was a lot of damage to her system. She’d used for years, though it didn’t get out of hand to the point that people knew about it until right after she met Garrett. He recognized the symptoms and staged an intervention with her family. He was terrified Emma would be born addicted, but other than being two months premature, she was okay. Time will tell if she’s going to pay for her mother’s addiction or not.”

			“Poor kid. Does Emma ever see her?”

			He shook his head. “Garrett’s had full custody since Em was born. Rochelle walked away from the hospital without looking back.” He laid his hand over hers where it rested on his knee. “She OD’d last April. She was gone before the medics even got to her. Garrett was one of the first responders.”

			“Oh, Galen, no. I can’t imagine what that was like for him.”

			“He’s dealing with it. They weren’t together as a couple, hadn’t been since before Emma was born. But she was still the mother of his child, and I think he blames himself somewhat.”

			“If he’s anything like you, I’m not surprised,” she told him. “So were you a good big brother?”

			“No. I never laid eyes on him until he was six. I was an angry teenager when I went back there, and he adored me. I didn’t want to be bothered by him. I wasn’t mean to him exactly, but I didn’t want anything to do with him. Fortunately, he hasn’t held that against me as an adult.”

			“Good.” She stretched, her left hand drifting lazily down his arm, then back up to rest on his shoulder. “How old is Garrett?”

			“Twenty-seven. I’m ten years older than him.”

			“Would it make me too much of a Pollyanna to say that I wish I knew some single, caring woman to set him up with?”

			Gordon laughed. “No. If you can figure out who and how to do it, I’ll help. He’s a good man. I know he’s my little brother and I’m biased, but I’d love to see him happy. And Emma deserves a good mother.”

			“Then I’ll have to put my thinking cap on. I already have a couple of people in mind.”

			For the rest of the drive, they chatted about everything and nothing, learning little tidbits of information about each other. When they reached the building that housed the Clay County sheriff’s department, she felt a sprinkling of nerves run across her stomach.

			“What if he doesn’t like me?” she asked as they walked inside.

			“He will. How could he not?”

			Stacy raised an eyebrow. “You’re getting ready to present your girlfriend to your brother for the first time, and I’m the look-alike daughter of a woman he’s searching for so he can presumably arrest her on charges he won’t discuss over the phone. Yeah, I’d say he’ll love me on sight.”

			Gordon squeezed her hand. “Okay, so maybe these aren’t ideal circumstances. But he will like you. Maybe not immediately.”

			“Or at all,” she said, worried.

			She was interrupted by a high-pitched squeal as a tiny girl with a head full of black, curly hair dashed down the hall toward them as fast as she could go. Luckily, the hall was empty, and she had a clear path. “Uncle Gain! You’re here!”

			Gordon caught her and lifted her high above his head, making her shriek again. “Princess Emma! Did you miss me?”

			“Yes!” Her arms went around his neck, hugging tightly when he brought her back down. He settled her easily on his arm, and she sat back with a grin so like Gordon’s, Stacy felt her heart stutter. “Who’s the pretty lady?”

			“That’s Stacy,” Gordon told her. “She is pretty, isn’t she?”

			Emma nodded. “Is she your girlfriend?” she asked in a loud whisper. Three fingers went into her mouth as she studied Stacy.

			“She is,” he whispered back. “But that’s a secret—your daddy doesn’t know yet. We’re going to surprise him.”

			“Oh, we’re definitely going to do that,” Stacy agreed, smiling at Emma. “Hi.”

			“Hi.” Emma giggled and hid her face in Gordon’s neck, peeking around to look at Stacy. She turned as a tall, black-haired man approached. “Daddy, Uncle Gain has a secret.”

			“He does? Is it a good secret?”

			Emma nodded vigorously, her curls bouncing. “Yes.”

			Stacy would have known Gordon’s brother anywhere. While it was true that Emma looked enough like Gordon that it was almost eerie, so did Garrett. He was a couple of inches shorter, and his eyes were a brilliant, vivid blue instead of the green Emma and Gordon shared, but the resemblance was obvious. When he turned to her and frowned, she shivered. He recognized her—she’d have bet her car on that. His words confirmed her suspicion.

			“You’re related to Pam Kirchner, aren’t you?”

			“I am, unfortunately. I’m her daughter, Stacy,” she said, holding out her hand.

			For an uncomfortable minute, he stared at her. When he finally accepted the hand, it was obvious he was only doing so to be polite. Stacy’s heart sank, and she didn’t dare look at Gordon.

			“Garrett Gordon. Come on up to the office. We were heading back up from the vending machines. So what’s this secret you have?” he asked Gordon as he led them back down the hall toward an elevator.

			Gordon, face stony, let Emma down. He clasped Stacy’s hand tightly, and she watched him struggle for words.

			Garrett’s face went blank as he stared at their joined hands. “What is this?”

			Gordon squeezed her hand. “Stacy’s from Leroy. We’ve known each other for a while now, and… we’re dating.”

			Garrett turned his glare on Stacy. “How the hell did you—you’re dating? When did this happen?”

			“Yes, Daddy, she’s his girlfriend. That’s the secret,” Emma said, looking from her father to her uncle. She danced ahead of them, punching the elevator button carefully, then returned. She curled her fingers around Stacy’s free hand trustingly. “He’s not supposed to say bad words. He’ll get in trouble. Do you like to color?”

			Ignoring Garrett, Stacy answered Emma, trying to squelch her dismay. “I do. Do you?”

			Emma nodded. “Yep. Will you color with me?” When the elevator car arrived, she glanced over her shoulder and tugged on Stacy’s hand, not letting go. “I have the big box of colors. I’ll share.”

			“I’d love to color with you.”

			Dimples flashing, Emma was satisfied. She held her arms up for Stacy as the men got on the elevator, and Stacy obliged her.

			Emma rested against her with a sigh. “I like you. You smell good.”

			The little girl’s affection was so simple, so innocent, that Stacy had to bite her lip to keep from bawling. It was so different from Garrett’s reaction that his coldness was all the more shocking.

			When they got off the elevator, not a single word having been spoken, Garrett led them down the hall to an open door and stopped outside. It was a large conference room, much like the one in the sheriff’s department in Leroy. A laptop was set up on one end, neat stacks of files off to one side, and a stack of large papers and crayons on another.

			“Emma, why don’t you show Stacy your crayons? I need to talk to your uncle.”

			“Is Uncle Gain in trouble? Daddy doesn’t like surprises,” she said solemnly as Stacy set her on her feet. “Memaw Johnson tried to sneak him some z’chini in his bread, and he got that look on his face. He doesn’t like z’chini.”

			Garrett’s face softened, and he tugged on one of Emma’s curls. “Get on with you. We’ll be right outside.” He looked at Stacy as he said that, telling her without words that he didn’t trust her out of his sight.

			“What are we coloring?” Stacy asked, following Emma down the length of the table.

			The little girl pushed out her chair, which Stacy saw was modified with a soft blanket and a thick book, and climbed up to sit. She tugged at the edge of the table and Stacy pushed her closer. Once she was situated, Stacy took the chair next to her. Even though they were standing just on the other side of the hall beyond the open double doors, she couldn’t hear what the men were saying, but she could imagine it wasn’t pretty. They were both standing against the wall opposite the door, their postures mirrors of each other’s and full of tension.

			“We’re coloring trees and dogs and cats.” Emma licked her thumb and separated some of the paper, pushing the sheets at Stacy. “I like blue trees. You can have purple.”

			“I like purple.”

			When Stacy picked out a violet crayon and started drawing, Emma squeaked again, albeit not as loudly as she had before. The sound made Garrett’s head jerk toward them, but when Emma laughed, he relaxed.

			“You draw funny like me.” The little girl held up her crayon in her left hand, then pointed at Stacy’s hand.

			“You mean left-handed?”

			Emma nodded, her attention going back to her own drawing. “My papaw says I’m a devil, just like Uncle Gain. Daddy says Papaw’s the devil and I’m an angel.”

			Stacy had to force herself not to grip the crayon too tightly, her anger flaring as she imagined how that conversation had gone. She ran her hand over Emma’s curls. “I think your daddy is absolutely right.”

			Several times, the conversation in the hall got louder but not enough that Stacy could hear more than a word or two here and there. She was starting to think the men would come to blows when Garrett threw his hands up.

			From the way they moved as they came into the room, it was obvious nothing had been resolved. Gordon came to stand behind her, one hand on her shoulder, one hand on Emma’s chair, as Garrett gathered files together.

			“What are you ladies drawing?” Gordon asked.

			“Trees and cats and dogs,” Emma promptly replied.

			“Well, if you two are hungry, we were talking about heading out to get some food. Emma’s Memaw Johnson has a diner, and Emma’s spending the weekend with her. How does that sound?” Gordon asked Stacy.

			“Sounds good.” She forced a smile when Emma looked at her, all the while trying to figure out how she was going to choke down a single bite.

			“If you two want to ride with me, I’ll bring you back here when you’re ready to leave.” Garrett gathered up a stack of files. “I’ll be right back.”

			He left, and Stacy slumped in her chair. “That went well.”

			“We’ll work through it. Are you okay to ride with him, or do you want me to drive?”

			She helped Emma put the crayons back in their slots. “I’ll leave it up to you.”

			“If you ride with us, I’ll show you my doll. Her name’s Lucy,” Emma chimed in.

			“Well, now, that’s a hard offer to turn down,” Gordon teased.

			Stacy smiled. “Yes, it is.”

			They all piled into Garrett’s SUV, Stacy in the back with Emma because she was shorter. It didn’t take long to reach the diner, and Emma’s happy chatter filled the otherwise uncomfortable silence. The roadside restaurant, attached to a general store on one end, was crowded. There was one booth available, and after grabbing a booster seat for Emma, Garrett headed toward it.

			Stacy stopped Gordon. “I’m going to visit the restroom. Order me a Coke?”

			He dropped a quick kiss on her temple. “Sure. You okay?”

			“Mmm. Working on it.”

			Inside the tiny bathroom, she locked the door. Slumping against the panel, she closed her eyes, heartsick. Part of why she loved living in Leroy was because people there judged her on her own merits, not on who her mother was. It was a small town, yes, but Stacy worked her butt off to make sure she contributed to the community in positive ways.

			Now, she wondered if that reputation would stand up against her mother’s when word got out. If being Pam’s daughter was enough to make Garrett react so strongly, she wondered what kinds of evil her mother had been up to that they didn’t know about. She was almost afraid to find out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Gordon was ready to strangle Garrett for the way he’d treated Stacy. If the look on his face was any indication, Garrett knew that, and if Emma hadn’t been present, they probably would have been knocking each other around.

			“What the hell is your problem?” Gordon had asked him at the sheriff’s department as soon as Stacy and Emma were in the conference room. “You don’t even know Stacy.”

			“I know her mother, and that’s enough,” Garrett had retorted. “What the hell are you thinking dating her? Is this some kind of bad joke? Is it just a flirtation at least?”

			“No, it isn’t a joke. Like I said, I’ve known her for a long time now. For your information, I happen to love her. Pull your head out of your ass, Gare. She’s not her mother any more than you or I are the old man. Your theory doesn’t hold water, and you know it. For shit’s sake, she’s a cop—a detective who’s well respected within the community—and she’s worked her ass off to get there.”

			Garrett clearly hadn’t wanted to hear that, and he’d stubbornly refused to admit Gordon had a point. “Yeah, well, her mother makes the old man look like a damned saint. And from what your friend Hathaway told me about what happened up there in Radcliff, Stacy’s not entirely above suspicion.”

			“The charges were dropped last night, probably after you talked to him.”

			Garrett narrowed his eyes. “Lack of evidence?”

			“Proof of innocence,” Gordon shot back.

			After several more minutes of arguing, Gordon had worn him down a little. “Give her a chance. If you don’t trust her, then trust me. Please.”

			Those words had finally broken through. Nodding tensely, Garrett huffed. “Fine. We’ll do it your way.”

			Now, as they waited for Stacy to rejoin them, Gordon talked to Emma. He largely ignored Garrett, which seemed to suit his brother fine. He was beyond surprised by Garrett’s reaction, and he was having a hard time dealing with it. He knew Stacy had to be crushed, and that realization made him want to punch Garrett.

			Stacy came out of the restroom as the waitress brought their drinks, and she slid into the booth next to him. Gordon’s arm went across the back of the seat, and he lightly traced his fingers across the top of her arm as they looked over the menu.

			“What’s good?” he asked Garrett. “Best I recall, everything.”

			“That hasn’t changed. Ronnie still makes the best burger in Eastern Kentucky.”

			“And good zucchini bread as well, I hear.” Stacy’s voice was calm, her tone nonchalant, but the words were a challenge.

			When Garrett hissed and grumbled, Gordon tightened his arm briefly and dropped a kiss onto her cheek. “That’s my girl.”

			Ronnie Johnson herself came out of the kitchen to take their order, her eyes widening as she took in Gordon’s and Stacy’s positions. “Look at you. Now I know where you’ve been lately—I was starting to wonder if we’d ever see you again.” Gordon introduced Stacy, and Ronnie’s face softened. “I figured there was someone by the way he was acting at Christmas last year. I’m glad to see I was right.”

			Garrett coughed from across the table, and Gordon sucked in his breath, ready to lambast his brother.

			Ronnie beat him to it. “What’s wrong with you? You look like you sucked a lemon. I keep telling him he needs to start dating again too. Know any nice young ladies we could set him up with?”

			“Oh, hell no. You’re not starting that again,” Garrett grumbled.

			“I’ll start whatever I want to—this diner has my name on it. And since you swore in front of my grandbaby, you’ll be picking up the tab today.”

			Gordon grinned at her. “Ronnie, I adore you.”

			She winked, then took their orders. When Stacy asked for the zucchini bread, Ronnie beamed at her. “I’ll throw an extra slice on the plate for you. This will be out shortly. Y’all holler if you need anything.”

			As soon as she left, Garrett started interrogating Stacy. “Galen tells me you’re a cop.”

			“I am.”

			“That’s surprising given who your mother is. What does she think about that?”

			Even Emma picked up on his tone, scowling at him. “Daddy, you’re gonna get a time-out.”

			“That’s not all he’s going to get,” Gordon growled.

			Stacy put her hand on his leg and squeezed. “I’ve not seen Pam since I was seventeen, so I don’t know what she thinks about the fact that I’m a detective. I imagine her thoughts are not complimentary. They weren’t then.”

			Garrett grunted. He gestured between them. “So when did this whole… dating thing happen?”

			Stacy glanced at Gordon. “It’s been coming for a while, I guess.”

			“Seems awfully sudden to me.”

			“Garrett…” Gordon’s voice was a warning. He glanced at Emma, who was starting to look concerned.

			Garrett backed off. “We’ll finish this later.”

			The meal went by quickly, and once they were done, Gordon nudged Stacy out of the booth. “We’re going to walk, go next door to the store while you take care of Emma,” he told Garrett. He scooped up the little girl for a bear hug and planted a big kiss on her cheek. “You have fun with your grandma. We’ll see you soon, okay?”

			“Okay. Love you, Uncle Gain.”

			“Love you too, sweetie.”

			Instead of wanting down, she held her arms out to Stacy. “Hug.”

			Stacy accepted her and received a hug and kiss much as Gordon had. “It was an honor to meet you, Miss Emma.”

			“Love you, Aunt Stacy.”

			“You too.” The tip of Stacy’s nose turned red, and she blinked rapidly as she set Emma on her feet.

			With a wave, Emma ran to her grandmother, Garrett cautioning her to be careful.

			He sighed. “She didn’t learn to walk—she learned to run, and she hasn’t stopped. I’ll meet you out front in five minutes.”

			Gordon and Stacy went next door and strolled through the aisles of the general store. There was a fabric section in the back, complete with sewing machines, and Stacy stopped to look at them.

			“I’m sorry,” Gordon told her in a low voice, not wanting the sales lady cutting fabric to overhear.

			She shook her head. “Not here. And so am I.” In a more normal voice, she gestured to one of the machines. It looked like the others, but it had a clearance sticker on it. “That’s a great price on this unit. It’s the big brother to the one I have. It’s usually twice that much, and I’ve been eyeballing it for a while now.”

			“I didn’t know you liked to sew.”

			She gave a small smile. “I love sewing. I might not be able to boil water, but I can stitch with the best of them.” The sales lady joined them, and Stacy asked her about the machine. “Why is it marked down so much?”

			“It’s a returned unit. The lady who bought it ended up going into a nursing home a month later, and her family brought it back. I think she only used it a time or two. We’re honoring the remainder of the warranty.”

			Stacy touched the box. Before Gordon could offer to buy it for her, she told the woman she’d take it.

			The sales lady smiled. “I think you’ll be happy. That’s the one I have—got it for Christmas last year. You got lucky. This only came in this morning.”

			Gordon lifted the box, which was heavier than he’d expected, and carried it to the front. They had finished checking out when Garrett caught up with them.

			He gave the box a speculative glance. “New hobby, big brother?”

			“Shut up and open the door, would you?” He brushed by Garrett with the sewing machine.

			Garrett stared after him, then caught up with them at the door, holding it open for both of them to pass through. “You’re seriously asking for it, Galen.”

			“If you don’t dial the antagonism back a notch or six, I’m likely to give it to you. Use the brain in your head, would you?”

			The words didn’t endear him to Garrett, but he gave a short nod. “Given who you are and what’s been on the news the last couple of days, why should I trust you?” he asked Stacy as he opened the hatchback on the SUV.

			She folded the receipt for the machine and stuck it down inside the box. “I can’t make you trust me. You either will or you won’t. As to who I am, biologically, Pam Kirchner is my mother. I didn’t get a choice about that. She’s been out of my life since I was a teenager, and I’m happy with that. More than happy. What’s been in the news… I allowed myself to be pulled into a stupid, dangerous situation that Pam orchestrated, and if I’m lucky, I won’t pay for that mistake by losing everything I’ve worked for since I was a teenager.”

			“Pam set her up to take the fall for the murder,” Gordon told him. “We’re still putting together the pieces of exactly what happened, but the short version is that Stacy went to see her under what turned out to be false pretenses, Pam drugged her—and damn near killed her in the process—and when Stacy came out of it, she’d been set up. Yeah, the evidence backs that up if my word isn’t good enough.”

			Gordon could almost see the wheels turning in his brother’s head. As Garrett was a decent human being, Gordon hoped his sympathy and common sense would kick in and soon.

			Stacy lifted her chin. “We’re fairly certain Pam or someone helping her stole my badge and personal firearm, my rental car, and some personal belongings. Given how strong a resemblance she and I have to one another, I’m sure you can understand why that’s a bad thing.”

			Arms crossed, Garrett was studying Stacy. “You’ve not had any connection with Pam at all since you were a teenager? So… five years, six? You’re in your mid-twenties, right?”

			She rolled her eyes. “It’s been twelve years. I’m twenty-nine. And no, I have not. We didn’t part on amicable terms.” She went to the back door and stood waiting for him to unlock the SUV, but Garrett didn’t move.

			He was rubbing his mouth, a pensive look on his face. He walked around the end of the vehicle. “Twelve years.”

			Warily, Stacy nodded, exchanging a look with Gordon. “Yes.”

			“Twelve years ago is when the first of Pam’s active warrants were issued. Sexual assault of a minor, human trafficking.”

			Gordon saw Stacy’s knuckles turn white on the handle of the door. “Yes.”

			“What did she do to you?” His words were much less combative than they had been earlier.

			He’d put it together, Gordon knew. The realization of exactly how wrong he’d been about her wouldn’t sit well with Garrett, but Gordon couldn’t find it within himself to drum up too much sympathy for his brother at the moment.

			“She drugged me and sold me to two men who proceeded to rape and torture me for more than twelve hours. Any other questions?”

			His face white, Garrett shook his head. He clicked the button to unlock the door and, without saying a word, went around to get in the driver’s seat.

			Stacy blew out a breath. The brittle look she’d worn in recent days was back, and Gordon wanted to touch her, reassure her that she was safe.

			He started to reach out, but she shook her head. “Not now. I’ll break.”

			“Okay. I’ll be here when you’re ready.”

			She gave a short nod. “I know.”

			Opening the door, she got in. Gordon followed suit, climbing into the front seat with his brother.

			Garrett let out a breath as he started the car. “I owe you an apology,” he told Stacy.

			“Because you changed your mind about me or because I was raped? Because if it’s the latter and not the former, save your breath.”

			“I was apologizing for judging you, not for the rape, though I am sorry it happened—but that’s not my sin to apologize for. Pax?”

			Stacy rejected the hand he extended. “Pax, but I’m not shaking your hand again. I already did that once today. I don’t like touching people unnecessarily.”

			“You didn’t mind picking up Emma,” Garrett retorted.

			“She’s adorable. She’s three. I like her.”

			When his brother’s eyebrows crashed together in a scowl, Gordon snickered.

			“You think that’s funny, huh?” Garrett asked, his expression rueful.

			“Oh, yeah. It’s going to be fun to watch you try to dig yourself out of that hole you’re in.”

			With one last glance at Stacy, Garrett sighed. “You have a weird sense of humor. Anyone ever tell you that, Galen?”

			“Once or twice. So talk to us—what’s the big deal about Pam Kirchner?”

			As Garrett backed out of the parking spot, he fastened his seat belt. “I’ll do one better than tell you. I’ll show you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Stacy started to relax as Garrett drove. When Gordon laughed, she’d known she’d handled his brother the right way. She hoped Garrett was sincere and that he really would give her a chance to prove herself on her own merits.

			“Charlie told us that you arrested Pam back in the winter for possession but she was let go before her record came through,” she said.

			Garrett glanced back at her. “Yeah. Routine traffic stop. She had some pot, some prescription pain meds without the bottle, some needles. We were in the middle of a flu outbreak at the detention center, it was over the weekend, and we had computer glitches—the perfect storm, really. Because of the outbreak, and since her alias didn’t have a record, she got released on her own recognizance. Friend of hers made bail, and she was gone.”

			“What friend?” Stacy felt a chill wash over her, wondering if he was going to say Maggie’s name.

			“Steven Broady.”

			“Steven?” Gordon asked. “Not Glenn?”

			“No. This guy’s from over in Harlan. Why?”

			“We’ll get to that,” Gordon said. “When did you figure out who she was?”

			“That Monday. The system came back up, and so did her real name. That’s when I was called in.” He paused while he waited for traffic to clear before turning onto the main road. “I’m part of the drug task force that’s been investigating a specific ring for the last nine months. Drugs, prostitution, the usual—they’ve been operating in a floating house here in Clay County. We got turned onto them after a couple of girls made it out and became CIs.”

			“Confidential informants, really? Given how small Clay County is, population-wise, that has to be a high-level risk they’re taking,” Gordon said. “How’d you manage to pull that off?”

			“Not easily,” Garrett admitted. “I’m part of a support group that meets in London twice a month, and that’s where one of the girls got to know me. They don’t live here in Clay County anymore; they’re both in Corbin.”

			“That’s about thirty minutes from here, if I recall correctly,” Gordon told her over his shoulder. “Going down the interstate toward Tennessee.”

			Garrett nodded. “It is. One of them told me enough that I brought it to my commander, and we went from there. She never would tell me who the ‘madam’ was. She was terrified of her. After we arrested Pam and started putting two and two together, I asked her flat out if Pam was the procuress. She is.”

			Stacy felt sick. “How old are the girls?”

			Garrett’s voice was soft. “Nineteen. They were sixteen when Pam brought them into the ring. They each got out about a year ago.”

			“So she’s been here for a while then.” Stacy rubbed the back of her neck. Her muscles were tensing, and she had to make a conscious effort to force them to relax.

			“From what we’ve been able to discover, yes. Not just here though—all over Eastern Kentucky. She moves around a lot. She’s part of a network of human traffickers that operates mainly along the I-75 corridor from Canada to the tip of Florida. They don’t stop moving for long, and that’s one way they stay under the radar.”

			“I saw some of that with the FBI,” Gordon said. “I’m sure Stacy’s seen it as well.”

			“I have. How many people are in this ring?”

			“At least six in this region. From what I’ve been able to learn, Pam’s pretty high up on the food chain. We know who a couple of the other people are, but we don’t have the evidence we need to make the charges stick. We’re close, however.” He’d turned off the main highway onto a two-lane, twisting road that ran alongside a creek. “If you look over to your right, you’ll see a trailer park coming up here in a minute. One of the houses we have eyes on is in there. We’ve raided it a couple of times, but someone’s tipping them off. We only end up getting the strung-out junkies.”

			“So you have a traitor in your department?” Stacy asked. That knowledge was beyond disheartening.

			“We’re not sure where the leak is. You have to understand something—we’re in a tiny, closed-off community in an economically depressed region. Clay County doesn’t have a lot of natural resource industry—we don’t have a river, we don’t have a lot of coal mines like the counties farther up in the highlands. So the people who have money here, they have a lot of influence. And not everyone who has money is good.” Garrett ran his hand over his hair, a move very much like Gordon’s. His distress was plain to see, and it softened her feelings toward him.

			“We have that in Olman County as well, but it isn’t as obvious. There are enough good people with influence that it balances out the bad,” she told him.

			“So it isn’t the perfect little Mayberry I’ve heard it is?” Garrett teased.

			Stacy smiled. “It’s not perfect, but it’s a good community. It’s home.”

			Gordon turned to look at her. “I keep telling Gare to pack up and move, but he’s reluctant. Maybe you can help me work on him.”

			“Maybe he’s happy here,” Stacy said. “Are you?”

			“I don’t know. I’m starting to wonder whether or not I want to raise Emma here. I’ve lived here my whole life, but it’s not the same place it was when I grew up. The region has changed, and maybe it’s time I changed too.”

			Gordon laid his hand on Garrett’s shoulder. “Seriously, you should come to Leroy. Check the place out. You might be surprised.”

			“We’ll try to do that soon.”

			Gordon ruffled his hair. “I’ll hold you to that.”

			“So what’s been going on with Pam on your end?” Garrett asked, batting away Gordon’s hand. “Sounds like it’s been pretty rough.”

			“It hasn’t been fun,” Stacy agreed.

			They brought him up to speed as they drove, with Garrett throwing in comments and questions. By the time they got back on the main road, his face was in a perpetual scowl.

			He pulled off at a large convenience store. “I’m going to grab something to drink. You two thirsty?”

			“Parched,” Gordon said. “Stacy?”

			“I could use some water.”

			They all went in, and both men knew people inside. Garrett got away quickly, but Gordon ended up pinned at the counter by two old men in overalls. Garrett touched Stacy’s arm lightly and moved his head toward the door. Leaving Gordon to pay for their drinks, they headed outside. He led her to the end of the building, where someone had placed a couple of picnic tables.

			“I am sorry for the way I reacted earlier,” he said as they sat on opposite sides of a table. “It’s been a long, bad week, and I took that out on you. Galen’s right—I do know better than to judge someone based on who their parents are.”

			Stacy rolled her water bottle between her hands. “Given what little you had to go on, I can understand why finding out about me was a shock. I’ve not had to deal with people who know Pam for a long time now. I’d forgotten how poisonous she can be.”

			“Yeah, but that still doesn’t excuse the way I acted. I might not know you, but I do know Galen.”

			“Why don’t we go forward from here and stop looking back at earlier today? I think that’s the best thing we can do for everyone’s sake.” To punctuate her words, she reached her hand across the table.

			Garrett accepted it. “Thank you.”

			Gordon joined them, and they spent a few minutes talking about this and that.

			Before long, Garrett stood. “As much as I hate to, let’s get back to the sheriff’s department. We’ve still got quite a bit of ground to cover.”

			Once at the office, he showed them his files. “I got permission from my commander to share this, so we’re good. Here’s where this whole mess gets bigger than a local problem. According to my CIs, Pam has a setup in place where she gets the girls hooked on drugs—usually meth—then she takes them to locations close to Fort Knox. One of her associates pimps them out on that end.”

			The thought was so appalling, Stacy couldn’t speak.

			“How many girls are we talking about here?” Gordon asked.

			“Over the past five years, which is how long we’ve been able to tie things together? At least fifty. Those are just the girls she’s managed to get hooked, that have passed her test for becoming prostitutes. She likes them young, vulnerable, and impressionable.”

			“How young?” Gordon’s jaw was tight.

			“Sixteen, seventeen up. She’s smart enough that she takes advantage of Kentucky’s age of consent, which is sixteen, or I have the feeling she’d start even younger.”

			“And when the girls are used up?” Stacy asked. “What then?”

			Garrett sat back and rubbed his eyes. “Then they either wind up back here or on the streets or dead.”

			The knowledge that her mother was so evil was more than Stacy could take. She stood. “Where’s the restroom?”

			“Take a right and it’s at the end of the hall on your left,” Garrett told her.

			Once alone, she worked hard to get a grip on her emotions. Having endured what she’d gone through was bad enough. Knowing Pam hadn’t stopped with her was crushing. She wasn’t responsible for her mother’s actions, but the knowledge still hurt.

			“What happened to you to make you like that?” she wondered as she washed her hands, letting hot water flow over her skin as a way to comfort herself. She raised her eyes to the mirror. “And how, by the grace of God, did I manage not to turn out like you?”

			She knew she couldn’t linger in the bathroom—Gordon would worry, and there was still much to discuss—but she was tempted to go to the car and curl into a ball. Nothing and no one could make her feel quite so despondent as her mother, and she was going to have to fight hard to make sure she didn’t let Pam’s ugliness taint her life any more than it already had.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			Gordon cursed long and low after she left, exchanging a look with Garrett. “I don’t know how much more she can take. When we find Pam and whoever’s helping her? I’m afraid I won’t be able to hold back.”

			“I didn’t help things today either. Hearing this can’t be easy on her, and then having people react to her the way I did? I’m sorry, Galen.”

			“Make it up going forward. She’s already started to forgive you.”

			Garrett turned his pen end over end, his eyes shuttered. “Mind if ask you something?”

			“As long as you don’t mind if I don’t answer if I don’t like the question. Ask away.”

			“You said you love her. Best I’m aware, you don’t throw those words around lightly.”

			“I don’t. I’ve known this was coming for a while now, but it wasn’t until this past week that I stopped being chicken and did something. I’ve not told her yet. I plan to soon. She makes me happy, and I want to do that for her. She’s never had that, Gare—someone who loves her unconditionally.”

			His brother was frowning. “Is what you have with Stacy like what you had with Mallory?”

			Gordon’s answer was prompt. “No. It’s completely different. I don’t know if I can explain it. I loved Mallory, and I don’t mean to say what we had wasn’t as good as what I have with Stacy, but it’s different. This is deeper, harder, but in a good way, if that makes sense.

			“Mallory never went through anything like what Stacy has even though she had cancer and… and we lost a child. She was never without a support system. Stacy’s never had that system. She’s the opposite of Mallory in so many ways, and that’s one of the things I love most about her. Not because of the simple opposition, but because it’s her.”

			Garrett nodded. “I’ve never said anything to you because it wouldn’t have served any useful purpose to do so, but I never thought you and Mallory were a good fit. I liked her, but I think she stomped all over your pride even though you loved each other.” He shrugged. “And by the time you and I had a good enough relationship that I thought I could say something, it didn’t matter.”

			“I don’t think Stacy will do that,” Gordon admitted. “She’s had to work her ass off for everything she has. I’ll admit that the notion we would be working together to build our life holds a lot of appeal. We’re equals even with my bank balance being what it is.”

			“Well, she makes you laugh. And I think you definitely have your hands full with her—in a good way. I don’t suppose she has a sister lurking somewhere, does she?”

			Gordon smiled. “Not that we’re aware of, no. But speaking of her family, there’s a friend of her mother’s you need to know about. Does the name Maggie Osborne mean anything to you?”

			Stacy came back just then, looking tired but more composed. Gordon held out his hand to her as she approached, and she took it when she sat down.

			“You’re telling him about Maggie?” she asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“The name isn’t familiar, no,” Garrett replied. “Should it be?”

			“We think so. Maggie and my mother grew up together, and after the attack, I stayed with her for a little while. She’s been more of a mother to me than Pam ever was. That said, our relationship is strained these days. Even though I can’t prove it, I’ve long felt that Maggie knows where Pam is.”

			Gordon used his phone to e-mail Garrett the files on Maggie and on Stacy’s parents. “Charlie Clark that you spoke with? He did background searches on Pam and company. There’s a Manchester address in there, apparently a house that Maggie rented. Which makes no sense to us as she lives in E-town.”

			Garrett frowned as he opened the files and read the address. “That’s odd. I didn’t know that house had been rented. It’s a murder house, and even as hard as it is to find housing down here, no one wants to live there.”

			“Sounds like the Chad Ormsby house in Leroy,” Stacy said. “He was a doctor who turned out to be a serial killer. We know he killed at least eight people in Olman County and several others across the country. I don’t even think the bank has the house listed anymore it got so little attention.”

			Garrett whistled. “I remember that. You worked that case for the FBI, didn’t you?”

			Gordon nodded. “I did. That’s the case that brought me to Leroy.”

			“Kathryn was there too by that point,” Stacy pointed out.

			“Yeah. But we weren’t speaking very much then.”

			Garrett raised his head from where he’d been reading through the files Gordon had sent. “Kathryn? The redheaded troublemaker?”

			“That’s her.”

			“Hmmm.” He looked back at the computer and made a note on the pad beside him.

			Stacy raised an eyebrow, but Gordon shook his head before she could ask for more details.

			“Later,” he mouthed, and she nodded.

			“You do know that if this Maggie Osborne rented the house for Pam, she’s at the very least aiding and abetting a fugitive, right?” Garrett questioned gently.

			“Yeah. Worst case, she’s part of the ring. I don’t want to believe that Maggie would do that, but at this point, I don’t think much would surprise me.” Stacy sighed and rested her head on her folded arms, face turned to the side so she could watch Garrett and Gordon. “What now?”

			“Well, we’ve been working with the state police, as well as investigators up on base at Fort Knox,” Garrett said. “Given this information, I think we need to pull Maggie in and talk to her. I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. We were expecting that—and anticipating it, if I’m honest. I want answers. If she knew what Pam was up to and didn’t do anything? She’s as guilty as my mother is in my book.”

			Gordon rubbed her back. When her eyes closed, he realized how tired she was. “We probably should think about heading back,” he said softly.

			Stacy’s eyes flew open. “No, you two wanted to visit.”

			“We can visit later,” Garrett said. He must have seen how tired she was as well. “I’ll try to drive up to Leroy next weekend with Emma if you two don’t have anything planned. We can visit then.”

			“That’d be nice,” Stacy said.

			Gordon nodded. “I’m not scheduled to start my refresher course for a few more weeks, so my time is pretty open.”

			“What’s your status on being reinstated?” Garrett asked as he got up to escort them downstairs.

			“Wyatt said he’d try to get a meeting with the review board set up for next week. Until then, I’m twiddling my thumbs.”

			“I can imagine how frustrating that has to be. Listen, I’ll get in touch with some people, head over to that rental house tonight. See if we can prove that’s where Pam’s been. If it is, I’ll call my contacts up near Fort Knox, and they’ll probably want to bring Maggie in for questioning right away. I’ll let you know how it goes.” He hugged Gordon tightly, then saluted Stacy. “See you soon.”

			“It was nice meeting you,” she responded, tongue in cheek.

			Little flags of color spread across Garrett’s cheeks. “Hopefully it ended better than it began.”

			Stacy smiled. “It did. Take care of Emma.”

			“Always.”

			By the time they hit the interstate twenty minutes later, she was barely holding her eyes open. When she yawned for the fifth time in three minutes, Gordon tugged on her hair, which she’d unbraided as he drove.

			“Lay the seat back and take a nap. We didn’t get much sleep last night.”

			“Hmmm, no, we didn’t. I’m not complaining. Maybe I will try to catch a few minutes, however. Wake me if you need me?”

			“Sure.”

			It was only four in the afternoon, and they followed the setting sun all the way home. With the radio on low, he settled back and let his mind drift over everything Garrett had told them.

			Until today, Gordon had hoped they were dealing with someone operating at a level little more than that of a petty criminal, thugs who were getting a boost from a corrupt law enforcement officer. Now he knew they were actually facing someone much more dangerous and skilled. He had to wonder how in the world they were going to manage to catch her, and he was afraid the answer would simply be that they wouldn’t.

			[image: ]

			Gordon pulled into the garage two hours and some change later with a sigh, happy to see the lights of home. With the garage door closed behind them, he turned to watch Stacy in the dim light. He had tried to rouse her at a rest stop, but she had murmured and rolled slightly onto her side. Then he’d grabbed a coat from the backseat and draped it over her, letting her sleep while he drove.

			One dark, silky lock of hair had fallen across her cheek and her lips, and he smoothed it back. She had curled onto her side as much as she could in the bucket seat, and she was so beautiful, she melted his heart.

			“Hey, sleepyhead. We’re home.” He tickled her lip, then her nose, but she just wrinkled her face and rolled over.

			Gordon laughed softly. After getting out, he unlocked the door going into the house, then he came back to the car and unbuckled her seat belt. “Stacy, wake up. We’re home.”

			Grumbling, she slowly opened her eyes, blinking at him.

			“Hi. I was starting to think you were going to end up sleeping in the car tonight.”

			“What time is it?” she asked as she stretched.

			He glanced at his watch. “Just seven. Think you can walk?”

			“Sure. I can’t believe I slept the whole way back.”

			“You were tired.” He helped her to her feet, steadying her when she swayed. “Easy.”

			“I’m okay.” She pushed her hair out of her face and yawned.

			Gordon kept his arms around her, kissing her forehead softly. She sighed and leaned into him for a hug, then pushed him away.

			“Oh, geez. I really need a bathroom. Sorry.”

			“Door’s unlocked. We need to get you some keys,” he said as he followed her inside.

			As she dashed down the hall, he walked to the French doors and opened the curtains, looking out over the yard. The lights of Louisville twinkled in the distance, and as he stretched his muscles, he smiled.

			“What’re you smiling about?” Stacy asked as she came back down the hall. She wrapped her arms around his waist, resting her head on his back.

			“I’m happy to be home, that’s all. It’s early still. What do you want to do this evening?”

			She pulled back with an exhale. “Honestly, I don’t know. I can’t think.”

			He rested his hands on her shoulders, feeling the tension there. “How do you feel about hot, steamy, long, wet… soaking baths?” As her face flushed, he grinned. “What did you think I was going to say?”

			She grabbed his belt buckle and tugged a couple of times before letting go. “I happen to love a good bath, and that tub in my bathroom is ideal for such, isn’t it?”

			“It is. You can even open the shade over the window and lie back to watch the sky, if you like. Well, you might have to have some assistance with the shade. Still… it’s a good place to relax. I’ve been known to use that tub a time or two myself. The view is better than the one in the master suite.”

			“What do you plan on doing while I veg out?”

			“Get dinner going. I have some things I can toss in the oven, and by the time you’re ‘vegged,’ they’ll be ready.” He followed her down the hall. “Since you have an aversion to being touched, does that mean you’ve never had a massage?”

			“It does.” She eyed him as they went into her bedroom. “Why? Are you offering one?”

			“If you’d like. The offer stands, and I won’t be upset if you say no. Before you ask, happy endings are entirely up to you. You can say no to that too, if you want.” He dropped a kiss on her nose. “Yell if you need me or if you want me to raise that shade.”

			“I do need you,” she said softly. “That scares me.”

			Gordon touched her cheek. “I take that responsibility seriously, holding that need. It isn’t frivolous at all for me.”

			“I know.” She pressed his hand against her face, then nuzzled him. “Give me five minutes? Come back for the shade raising?”

			“Sure. Want something to drink? An adult beverage, something cold, something hot?”

			She wrinkled her nose. “How about some fruit juice? Something sweet and cold but not overly so?”

			He smiled. “I think I can come up with something.”

			Leaving her with Chloe, who’d perched on the ledge at the end of the tub, he headed for the kitchen to get things set up. Once he had Stacy taken care of, he might hop in the shower. He was feeling a bit wound up himself. They’d learned a lot today, most of it bad, and then there’d been the confrontation with Garrett. That had been disturbing on a couple of levels—that Garrett had so negatively reacted to Stacy at first and that Gordon had almost come to blows with his baby brother. If knocking him on his ass had been what it took, Gordon would have done it without blinking.

			Thankfully, it hadn’t come to that. So far as Garrett and Stacy went, by the time they’d left, Garrett was firmly on her side. Maybe he didn’t trust her implicitly, but Gordon had every faith that would be taken care of by time and familiarity. If she’d not been Pam’s daughter, Garrett would practically have been planning their wedding by now—Gordon was sure of it.

			Thinking about a wedding was almost enough to send him looking for the whiskey bottle. Of all his relationship issues with Mallory, the turmoil surrounding their wedding had to be up there on the list. Obviously the stress of her illness had been difficult, but the organized, ruthless chaos of wedding planning? He’d have almost rather been shot than go through that again.

			“Maybe she’d like an elopement,” he muttered as he poured her a glass of juice.

			It was way, way too early to think about that—at least that was what he told himself. But as he headed back down the hall to Stacy, he knew that if he dated her for five more days or five more years, his feelings wouldn’t change. She was already in his heart. All he had to do now was wait until she was comfortable with the idea, then they could make it official.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			As much as they’d learned Saturday afternoon, Stacy wasn’t at all surprised to find herself tossing and turning all night, chased by nightmares that were all too real. She felt guilty for disturbing Gordon’s sleep as he was sharing her bed again, but he’d quickly disabused her of that notion.

			“Relationships aren’t all roses and sunshine. Let me help you through this.”

			So she had. He’d held her when she needed it, and when the memories got to be too much and she couldn’t bear to be touched, he was simply there. Finally, around five o’clock, they dropped off to sleep.

			As a result, they got a bit of a late start, not getting out of bed until after nine. They’d just finished breakfast and were discussing what to do for the day when the phone rang. It was Garrett, calling to tell them he was on his way to Elizabethtown.

			Gordon put the call on speaker. “What’s going on?”

			“The rental house down here was exactly what we thought it would be—a flop house for Pam and her cohorts,” Garrett said. “Hathaway has brought Maggie in, but she’s refusing to talk to anyone besides Stacy. Think you guys can meet me at the Hardin County Detention Center?”

			Stacy felt as if she’d been jolted by a raw, live wire. “Absolutely. When?”

			“About two hours from now. I’m sorry, Stacy.”

			“So am I.”

			After Gordon ended the call, they just looked at each other. Stacy glanced away first, standing and bringing her breakfast dishes around to the sink. Gordon had made them omelets, and the food now sat like lead in her stomach.

			“I’ve had about as much of this as I can take,” she admitted softly. “I need to focus on this as though it were any other case. After… well, I’m sure I’ll fall apart later, but for right now, I need to stay focused.”

			“Okay. You tell me what you need, and we’ll make it happen.”

			She was afraid if she touched him, if she let him hold her, she’d break, but she needed to feel his arms around her, so she went to him. Instead of breaking her, the hug helped her call on her emotional reserves.

			“You aren’t alone in this. The burden, the weight, it isn’t only yours anymore. I’m happy to help carry it,” he told her as he held her. “Now, let’s get ready and go do this. It’s past time to move on from this mess.”

			His determination matched her own, and as she pulled back, she gave him a tense smile. She’d dressed casually yesterday for their meeting with Garrett, which had been a nice change. She’d also been dressed fairly casually the day they’d gone to see Maggie. “I get to play dress-up today, I guess, minus the badge and gun.”

			“Do you think she’ll respond better to you in cop mode?”

			She shrugged as she went into her bedroom. “It’s possible. It’s also possible the pointed absence of the gun and badge will lay some guilt on her. At this point, I’m out for blood. I’m getting angry, thinking about all the lies, and that’s something else I have to keep a lid on until I can use it.”

			By the time they’d reached Elizabethtown, she was ready to face Maggie. She was itching to talk to the other woman, beyond anxious to get the interview underway, and quietly, furiously simmering. Before they walked into the interview room, she’d have to table that, but for right now, she accepted the waves of anger as they came.

			Gordon called Garrett when they got to the detention center. “We’re here… okay.” He hung up. “He beat us by five minutes, and he’ll meet us inside.”

			As they waited for him in the lobby, she squared her shoulders. She’d worn her standard work outfit—a dressy but conservative slate-blue blouse, a pair of black cargo dress pants with a thick leather belt, and her plain watch. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun, and with the exception of her missing gun and badge, she looked as though she was ready to go to work.

			Gordon was dressed similarly, and she had to smile as she looked at him. “You can take the man out of law enforcement, but you can’t take the LEO out of the man.”

			He glanced down at himself, then winked at her. “No smarmy lawyer today?”

			She laughed softly. “You couldn’t pull off ‘smarmy’ if you tried.”

			Garrett came through the steel doorway just then. “Hey, you two. Thanks for coming down here.” He looked Stacy over, lips pursed. “Is Maggie used to seeing you dressed like that and ready for battle?”

			“No.”

			He nodded and gave her a tight smile. “Good. It’ll disarm her. Let’s head up. Everyone’s waiting. So far, they’ve charged her with A and A like we thought they would. Depending on what she tells you, they’ll go from there. I brought all the files from yesterday, including pictures of some of the girls Pam has dumped. I thought that might be something we could use.”

			Upstairs, Detective Hathaway met them as they came off the elevator. He greeted Gordon, then focused on Stacy, holding out his hand. “You look better than the last time we met.”

			“Thank you for everything you’ve done,” she told him as they shook. “I don’t have words to tell you how much your perseverance means to me.”

			“I don’t like doing a job halfway. Contrary to the opinion you might have been given recently about our local law enforcement, a lot of us hereabouts still believe in doing the job for the right reasons. Also, I’m supposed to pass on a message to you—Sheriff Dylan wants you to come see him if you have time. He is, and I quote, ‘an old man with too much time on his hands who needs a distraction from one of his favorite young ladies.’”

			Stacy smiled. “I’ll do that. It’s been a while since I visited with him. So how are we handling this? Given my connections to the case, how are we getting away with letting me talk to Maggie?”

			Hathaway spread his hands. “It’s simple—she won’t talk to anyone except you. If we wanted information out of her, we had to bring you in. I’ll be in the room with you while you talk, and the conversation will be recorded. Given how serious this case is, we have to have her help. She’s waived her right to counsel, signed the consent and everything.”

			“Has she told you anything at all?”

			“No. Just that she’ll only talk to you. She’s your mother’s friend, I gather?”

			“And mine as well, or so I thought. I believe Garrett brought some props. If we can go someplace private, I’d like to go over those.”

			Hathaway led them into the observation room next to where Maggie was being held, which was the same room Stacy had been in days earlier. She was stunned by how much older Maggie looked than she had the other day.

			“She looks so tired. Something’s weighing on her heavy.” Shaking her head, she looked at Garrett. “What do you have?”

			“Before-and-afters, some death scene shots of some of the girls who didn’t make it out.” He handed her a folder and gave her a briefing on each of the girls.

			She paged through the photos. “These are brutal. I hope I don’t have to use them. These poor girls have already had enough indignity brought upon them.” Centering herself, she closed the folder and looked at Hathaway. “I’m ready when you are.”

			“Follow me.” He pushed off from the table he’d been sitting on the edge of.

			After a quick squeeze of Gordon’s hand, she went with Hathaway next door. He knocked before they went in.

			Maggie looked up with a hard, wary expression. When she saw Stacy, the hardness faded somewhat. She started to stand, but Stacy held up her hand, and she sank back down. “Baby girl, I didn’t know if you’d come or not.”

			Stacy laid the files down and pulled out the chair opposite Maggie. She eased into it. “This is a little unexpected. What in the world is going on?”

			Maggie blew out a shuddering sigh. “I messed up. Do you think they’d let me smoke?”

			“I doubt they’d let you light up, but we might could get you a cigarette to hold. Would that work?”

			Detective Hathaway looked over his shoulder, and a quick tap sounded on the mirror that divided the two rooms.

			“You probably think I’m being a drama queen, refusing to talk to anyone but you.” Maggie picked at the edge of the table. “But I don’t figure I owe anyone other than you any explanations. And God, but he already knows everything.”

			The door opened, and a deputy came in with a pack of cigarettes. “No lighter.” He tossed the pack on the table and went out without another word.

			Maggie had the pack in hand before the door closed, her hands shaking as she opened it and pulled out a cigarette. Pure relief washed over her face as she brought it to her mouth. “I rented the house in Manchester for your mother. I’ve been helping her since a year or two after you went to college, just like you accused me of.”

			Stacy hoped her frown hid her disgust. “Helping her how?”

			“With money. I paid rent on the trailer when she wasn’t here, gave her a place to stay from time to time. I even got her a car a few years ago from a friend of mine who didn’t mind keeping the title in his name.”

			“Do you know where she is now?”

			Maggie shook her head. “She called me, but I was in Florida. She didn’t leave a message, and when I tried to call her back, the phone had been disconnected.”

			Stacy rubbed her head, trying to act as distraught as she knew Maggie would expect her to be. It wasn’t a far stretch. “Do you have any idea what she’s been doing these past twelve years?”

			“Not really, other than what little you and Gordon told me the other day. I asked her a couple of times, and she said it wasn’t anything I needed to know. Said it was better that I didn’t.”

			Stacy studied the older woman, and Maggie returned the look. She was too controlled, too certain of herself.

			Stacy sat forward. “I don’t believe you. I think you’re lying.”

			Maggie shook her head. “What? Baby girl, no! I swear to you, I don’t know what she’s been into.”

			“You’d swear to that?” Stacy asked softly. “You don’t have a clue?”

			“No!”

			Stacy raised her eyebrow. “You’re sure? You have absolutely idea?”

			Maggie glared at her. “I told you I don’t.”

			“Do you want to know?”

			Maggie hesitated. “You’re scaring me. I’ve not seen you like this in years.”

			“Well, we’re even then, because I haven’t felt like this in years.” Opening the file and holding it so that Maggie couldn’t see the contents, Stacy selected the photos she wanted. Setting the folder aside, she carefully laid out the first three shots one at a time. “Pretty young girls, aren’t they?”

			Maggie glanced at them. “They are. These two remind me of you when you were that old. What does that have to do with your mother?” As calm as her words sounded, a thread of uncertainty had crept into her voice. When Stacy laid out the next three photos, Maggie recoiled in horror. “Oh, dear God.”

			The photos were of the same young women, all found in abandoned houses or alleyways, and all thought to have been part of the prostitution ring at one time or another. They’d each died from an overdose. Two were in advanced stages of decomposition.

			“Pam lured these girls, these babies, in with promises of drugs, of money, of riches, who knows what else,” Stacy told her. “And then she turned them into prostitutes. When they couldn’t turn tricks anymore, she kicked them out. This is where they ended up. These are only three that we know about and can prove were part of the ring Pam is running.”

			Maggie was shaking her head in denial, but tears were running down her cheeks. “I don’t believe it. You’re so desperate to make her pay for what happened to you when you were a teenager that you’ll believe anything these cops tell you. Pam wouldn’t do something like that.”

			“She sold me to two men for a thousand dollars! I was seventeen. They raped me, and they sodomized me, and they cut me. They were going to kill me, but I got away. And you don’t think she could do something like this?”

			Standing, Stacy unbuttoned her shirt with hands that shook, ignoring Hathaway’s curse and hastily averted gaze. With the blouse hanging open, her scars were visible in the bright lights of the interrogation room. Maggie stared at them hard, then looked away.

			“Goddamn you, look at me! Look at what she did to me! Don’t you turn your head like a coward!” She slammed her hands against the table for effect, wincing when her wrist protested, but she didn’t move her eyes away from Maggie’s face.

			After a minute, Maggie looked at her again. She wouldn’t let her eyes drop below Stacy’s chin. “I know what happened to you was awful, and you’re so strong for surviving it, but baby girl, you have to let it go.”

			Stacy had to fight to rein in her temper, to not go across the table and slap the shit out of Maggie. After a minute, she managed to pull back her anger. Point made, she refastened her shirt and stacked up the pictures of the girls.

			Straightening, she walked to the mirror and stood, staring into the room beyond. She couldn’t make out any of the people inside, but she knew they were there. Reminding herself that Gordon was just on the other side of the glass, she turned back to Maggie. “Where is she? How do we find her? Who’s she with? Broady?”

			“I don’t know.” Maggie’s voice was little more than a whisper. She glanced at the stack of pictures, then quickly away. “I can’t believe she would do that, hurt those girls like that.”

			“But you don’t have any problem believing she’d hurt me that way, and you’re willing to forgive her for it. Why is that? What does she have on you? What do you owe her?” Exhausted, Stacy sat and gathered up the photos.

			“I need to light this. If I don’t, I can’t tell you.” Maggie nudged the pack of cigarettes. “I’m not trying to pull anything. I really, really need to light up.”

			“And then you’ll tell us everything?”

			“Yes.”

			Stacy waited, not moving, and a few seconds later, the same deputy opened the door again. This time, he was carrying a lighter, an ashtray, and three Cokes.

			“Gordon said you looked like you could use some of this,” he told her, handing her a Coke.

			“Thanks.”

			He left again, and while Maggie lit the cigarette and inhaled, Stacy twisted the lid off the soft drink. Gordon was right; she needed the boost. The too-sweet drink helped her regain a little of the focus she’d lost in the heat of the argument.

			“I met Pam when we were kids, but you know that already.” Maggie had made it through her first cigarette and was lighting the second. “We connected. I don’t know why. Maybe because neither of us had much of a home life. Her mother was a no-good drunk who had a different man nearly every night of the week, and mine wasn’t much better. Within weeks, we were inseparable.”

			“In Lynchville?” Stacy asked when Maggie paused to take a drink of her soda.

			“Yeah. Your daddy was from there too. So handsome, so charming, he was a year ahead of us in school. Well, two years ahead of Pam—she’d fallen behind her freshman year. One of Becky’s—that’s your grandmother—one of her boyfriends had nearly beaten Pam to death. That was the only time I ever saw Becky get mad for Pam. Anyhow, Matt was so good. He really was. And he wanted to help Pam.”

			She put out the cigarette, a sad smile creeping across her face. “You look so much like her it’s scary. And you couldn’t be more different. I’ve often wondered if Pam would have been more like you if she’d had anyone who cared about her.”

			Stacy shrugged. “I managed to turn out okay, and I didn’t have anyone. A bad childhood is an excuse, and you know that.”

			“And you know that as bad as it was, you could have had it a lot worse. Pam did have it worse. And yeah, she should have done better than what she did. But she wasn’t capable of that.”

			Stacy snorted. “That was her choice. She grew up. She was an adult. She could have acted like one. Regardless, that’s neither here nor there. How’d they meet, my parents?”

			Maggie shook her head. “We all knew each other, but they didn’t ‘see’ each other until a football game during his senior year. He was the quarterback. Some kids were picking on Pam, and he stood up for her. By the time he graduated, she was pregnant with you.”

			“Did she plan it that way?” Stacy gripped the bottle hard, and she took a couple of sips to ease the constriction in her throat. “What about my grandparents? That couldn’t have made them happy—their good son knocking up the town drunk’s daughter.”

			Maggie’s eyes flared with surprise. “You have been busy learning things, haven’t you? No, they weren’t pleased. Henry and Matt had a huge fight, and Henry told him that if he married Pam, he was disowned. Matt was too young to stand up to his daddy, and he and Pam left that night. I went with them. I didn’t have anywhere else to go. They got married a couple of days later, and he enlisted in the Army right after that.”

			“He became friends with Huey, right? That’s where you met him? Through my parents?”

			“Yes. Matt introduced us, and we were married a few months later.”

			“So what happened?”

			Maggie slumped in her chair. “Time happened. We all grew up a little. Most of us did. Pam didn’t. She hated being married, hated being tied down in one place. She was nineteen years old, and she wanted to live. That was her big thing—she always wanted to go somewhere and live.” Her laugh was more a crackle of emotion than an expression of true humor. “She met another GI, and she started an affair with him. Matt found out. He was devastated.”

			Stacy was unbelieving. “He couldn’t have been that naive. Not after living with her for three years. Pam has never hidden who she is, and that’s not an honest person in any way, shape, or form.”

			“He wasn’t blind to her faults. But he was still hurt. And I hated Pam for what she did to him. He was a good boy. He didn’t deserve that.”

			A tingle of awareness crept up Stacy’s spine, and she tilted her head. “Maggie? Did you have feelings for him?”

			She didn’t meet Stacy’s gaze but started peeling the label off the plastic bottle. “Huey was in the middle of transferring to Fort Bragg. I didn’t want to go. We didn’t live on base here, and if we moved, we’d have to. So he went on down to North Carolina, and I stayed here. And while Pam was out with her new boyfriend, someone had to watch you. That was me.”

			“You had an affair with my father, didn’t you?”

			She sighed. “I did. It was wrong, and we both knew it, but neither of us cared much. It didn’t last long. Pam’s new man turned out to be married with three kids, and she came crawling home to Matt. Stupid man, he took her back.” She wiped her cheeks with her fingers.

			“Did Pam find out?”

			Maggie nodded. “Six months later. They’d been arguing because she was seeing someone again. And he threw me in her face. I need a minute.”

			Stacy inspected her face, then nodded. “We’ll be right back.”

			On shaky legs, Stacy went to the door, Hathaway close behind. He asked the deputy standing there to watch Maggie for a minute, and they continued on to the observation room.

			“What do you need?” Gordon asked, meeting her at the door.

			“A box of tissues.”

			He searched her face while Detective Hathaway got the tissues, but Stacy didn’t look at him. Thanking the other man, she turned to go back down the hall. She heard Gordon heave a frustrated sigh but didn’t stop.

			Once back in the room with Hathaway, she pushed the tissues over to Maggie.

			“Thanks.” After she blew her nose, she stuffed the used tissue down inside an empty Coke bottle. “I should have told you this years ago. I’m sorry.”

			“Why didn’t you?” Stacy asked softly, very much feeling like she was going through a bad breakup and was at the point where all the secrets of the relationship were finally coming to light.

			“Because I didn’t know what Pam was doing. Because I thought she deserved to have one thing go her way in life. And because I didn’t want to go to jail, if we’re being honest.”

			Now they were getting to the truth, Stacy thought. Her instincts humming, every nerve in her body on high alert, she eased forward in her chair. “Why would you go to jail? Aside from the fact that you’ve been aiding and abetting a known fugitive.”

			“Because I helped Pam cover up your father’s death.”

			Even though she’d known, known that was what Maggie was going to say, the words hit Stacy like a blow. She looked away, blinking rapidly. “Damn you for letting me think he might still be out there all these years, for letting me think he abandoned me. He didn’t do that at all, did he? She killed him.”

			Maggie was openly sobbing, and Stacy didn’t feel a single twinge of sympathy for the other woman. Stacy took a tissue and blotted her own eyes, sniffing back the grief. There’d be time for that later.

			“Tell me what happened,” she instructed Maggie after the woman had stopped crying.

			“Matt had left the Army. He wanted to go back home to Lynchville, to reconcile with his family. Pam didn’t. He was going to divorce her, take you with him. She wouldn’t hear of it. She knew he’d have to pay child support if she kept you. But he had proof that she’d done something—I never knew what—and he threatened her with it. At least, that’s what she told me.”

			“Any idea what it was?”

			She shook her head. “No. She never would tell me.”

			Though she didn’t believe that for an instant, Stacy let it go for now. “So they were arguing.”

			“Yeah. You know how your mother is when she gets mad—she gets right up in your face, and she won’t back down. I guess that’s what happened that night, and she shoved him. He fell and hit his head.”

			Stacy couldn’t reconcile the image with the trailer park they’d lived in. “Why didn’t any of the neighbors hear them fighting, call the police?”

			“They weren’t in the trailer. Matt didn’t want to argue in front of you. You had strep throat, and Mrs. Hawkins came over from next door to stay with you. Pam came back alone, hysterical, straight to me. They’d been out in the woods on an abandoned farm near the base. I guess they’d been there before to talk or argue or what have you.”

			“And when she came in, what did she say?” It was hard to get the words out her throat was so tight, but Stacy managed.

			“She was furious with me, but she was scared to death. She said I owed her for what I’d done, for cheating, and that if I didn’t help her cover up Matt’s death, she’d tell Huey about the affair. He would have killed me, Stacy.”

			“So you helped her?”

			Maggie gave a sob. “God forgive me, I did. I got two shovels out of the shed, and we set out. I had to drive us. Pam was too upset. And when we got there, he was dead. We buried him in the backyard of the farmhouse, next to an apple tree.”

			It was too much. Feeling the contents of her stomach rising, Stacy rushed to the garbage can in the corner and threw up. She heaved until there was nothing left, and then Gordon was there, holding her. Someone handed him a soft, wet cloth, and he wiped her mouth.

			“Get her out of here,” she heard him demand.

			A man’s voice responded. “Mrs. Osborne, come with me.”

			“Stacy, I’m sorry. I never would have hurt you—I’m so sorry.” Maggie’s voice faded as she was escorted out of the room.

			Clutching Gordon’s arms, Stacy urgently cleared her throat. “Stop her. We still have to find out if she knows how to find Broady.”

			Gordon cursed. “Detective. Stacy has a few more questions for her.”

			Hathaway stopped in the door. “You sure you’re up to it?”

			“Yes. I need a couple minutes first.”

			“Okay. We’ll move her next door. Come find us when you’re ready.” He went out and pulled the door closed, leaving Stacy and Gordon alone.

			“Let’s get you out of this corner.” Gordon stood, taking her with him, and guided her to the table.

			She sank down gratefully into the chair. “I’m okay,” she told him before he could ask. “I just need a minute and the restroom before I go back.”

			He lifted her right hand gently and carefully probed the area around her wrist. “You hit that table pretty hard. Feel okay?”

			She winced when he hit a sore spot. “Not really. My therapist is going to kill me. I have the feeling I just undid several weeks of progress.” Touching his chest over his heart briefly, she stood and gathered the files with the pictures. “Let’s get this done, and we can get out of here.”

			The deputy outside Maggie’s room told her where the restroom was, and after a quick trip down the hall, she returned to the new observation room.

			“I’m ready,” she told Detective Hathaway.

			“Thanks for doing this. We need to get directions to the farm she described.”

			“Of course.”

			When he opened the door to the interrogation room, Maggie barely glanced up. Stacy and Hathaway sat down across from her, and it was a full minute before Maggie spoke.

			“What else do you need from me?”

			“We need directions to the farm where my father is. And I need to know where Pam is. You have to know more than you’re telling us.”

			Maggie’s eyes were red-rimmed, Stacy saw, when the other woman finally looked at her. “The house is out on the main road that goes out to the dam. It’s painted robin’s-egg blue, and you can’t miss it. There’s a big apple tree in the yard. He’s under that. I can’t be of much help with the other though. I honestly don’t know where she is.”

			“What about Broady? Do you know where he is?”

			Maggie looked at the table. “He has family in Harlan County. If you can find them, you might find him.”

			Stacy knew, seeing that guilt, that Maggie was more involved than she’d let on. “Are you guilty because you slept with him too, or is it something else that’s bothering you?” she asked in a deceptively soft voice. She leaned closer. “Because I know you, Maggie. I know there’s more. There always has been, and I’m starting to think there always will be.”

			A look like nothing Stacy had ever seen from her friend came over Maggie. “You’ve always had it so easy compared to what we went through. You think you can judge me for doing what I had to do in order to survive? You don’t have the right, Detective.”

			“I have every right. You’re in this with her, aren’t you? Maybe you’re not the wet work guy, but you’re every bit as twisted and sick as she is. You just hide it better. You’ll hang for your part in this, you know. Was she worth it?”

			Maggie turned away, refusing to look at her.

			Stacy had seen and heard enough. Without a word, she left the room. She simply couldn’t stand to be in the same space as the other woman any longer. Going straight to the observation room, she gave Garrett the files.

			“Thanks for the pictures.” She rubbed her wrist again, barely holding back a frustrated groan when she felt the swelling.

			“Glad they helped. You did good in there.”

			“We need to get that checked out,” Gordon said, studying her closely. “You’ve hurt it.”

			“I know.” She turned as Hathaway joined them. “What do you think? Did we get what we needed?”

			His face was grim. “I believe we got a good start. Pretty costly for you though. I hate that.”

			Stacy gave a tense nod. “Thanks.”

			“I know the house she’s talking about,” Hathaway said. “It’s on the road to the place we go target shooting at. Some nice people bought it ten, fifteen years ago and renovated it. I’ll get a search warrant pulled together. We’ll probably go tomorrow or Tuesday to look for your father. Do you want to be there?”

			Just the thought nearly brought her to her knees, and she wasn’t sure how she stayed on her feet. Sheer willpower and a deep-seated desire not to fall apart in public, if she had to guess.

			“I don’t think I’m up to that,” she told him. “Will you keep me updated?”

			He nodded. “Every step of the way. We have enough now to search her house, and I’ll be sending a team over to do that shortly. Once I’m clear here, I’ll join them. She may have been a bit more careless about security than Pam would be, and we might get lucky. I’ll go get that started.”

			“I’ll walk out with you,” Garrett said as Hathaway left.

			She, Gordon, and Garrett headed downstairs. None of them spoke until they were outside. Stacy turned to them.

			“Listen, I realize you wanted to spend a few more days in Louisville, but I’d really like to go home this evening. Do you think we can?” she asked Gordon.

			“Sure. Gare, are you going back home tonight?”

			“Depends on how late it is before I get out of here. I’m hoping I’ll get to talk to Maggie for a little while, see if she’ll give up more information. If it’s too late, I’ll get a room, then drive back home first thing. Ronnie has Emma.”

			“Feel free to use the house. It’s an hour away tops. The codes are all the same. Do you still have your keys?” Gordon asked.

			“Yeah. I might do that then, if you two don’t mind.”

			“Not at all.”

			Garrett crossed his arms. “I don’t have words for what you did in there. I’ll do my best to make sure it pays off.”

			Stacy looked over the parking lot at the storm clouds that were gathering off in the distance. “I know. I just hope it’s enough. I’m afraid it won’t be.”

			“I think it’s going to be more helpful than you realize. If you two need anything, I’m a phone call away.”

			Stacy let him hug her briefly, then she and Gordon left. Her wrist was throbbing by the time they got in the car, and she sucked in a breath as she jostled it. “We need to stop for an ice pack, and I probably should call my doctor, see what he wants me to do about this. I feel so stupid.”

			“You are not stupid. Don’t say that.” Gordon’s eyes were full of concern as he drove into town looking for a drugstore. He didn’t have to go far. “Are you going in or staying here?”

			“Here. Can you get some water and some ibuprofen too?”

			“Sure.” He rolled the windows down halfway so that there was a breeze, then got out. “I’ll be right back.”

			Stacy slumped in her seat, letting her guard down a little as he disappeared inside the building. She’d known going in that things could go sideways with Maggie. She’d fully expected the revelation about her father—it was the only thing that made sense, the only hold strong enough to justify Maggie’s loyalty to Pam.

			What she hadn’t been expecting was to learn that Maggie was perhaps every bit as twisted as her mother and that she’d been hiding her feelings toward Stacy for years, probably her entire life. The hatred and loathing she’d seen in the woman’s eyes wasn’t something new—it was too strong, too cold.

			The life she’d thought she had before she left home—and to some degree after—was based on lies. She didn’t know how to process that. She didn’t even know where to start.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			Gordon was heartbroken for Stacy. He was also tremendously concerned. She was quiet—too quiet—and had been since she’d learned about her father. Understanding that grief sometimes needed space to be dealt with, he’d not pushed her to talk or tried to get her to open up to him. He’d simply been beside her, helping her, getting her to the doctor’s weekend clinic for x-rays. Perhaps what worried him the most was that she’d let him lead her through that.

			They were on their way now to her house to pick up her brace to help reduce the swelling in her wrist and arm. They’d given her a sleeve at the clinic as a temporary solution, but she’d have to wear the brace for a few days. She’d not reinjured the healed fracture, but the soft tissue was very angry with what she’d done.

			“We should probably think about food soon,” Gordon said as he pulled into Stacy’s driveway. “Do you want to call something in and pick it up on the way back, or do you want to eat out or…?”

			She shrugged. “You decide. It doesn’t matter to me.”

			He followed her into the house. “Then how about some takeout? Some General Tso’s, some noodles, maybe some sushi?”

			That got him a snort and an indulgent look. “You know better.”

			Taking a chance, he reached out for her. When she came into his arms after only a brief hesitation, he blew out a quiet breath. “Part of this relationship involves me cajoling you into trying new things, you know.” He winked when she laughed. “I’ll turn you into a sushi eater yet.”

			She rested her head on his chest. “I might try the vegetable roll or something someday, but I’m never, ever going to try the raw ones. If you attempt that, I’ll show you things you never knew chopsticks could do, buddy.”

			“Come here.” Gordon released her long enough to move to the end of the couch. He sat on the arm, then pulled her between his legs. Once she was in his arms again, he removed the pins that held her hair in a bun. “You’ve been rubbing your neck as much as you’ve been rubbing that arm. Headache?”

			“Mmm, tension probably. Oh, that’s nice,” she said, closing her eyes as he released her hair and ran his fingers through the dark tresses, massaging her scalp. “If the lawyer thing doesn’t pan out, you could make a fortune with your hands, you know.”

			He kissed her cheek at the corner of her eye. “Sorry, but these are exclusive, members-only hands, and membership is extremely limited.”

			Her gaze darted up to his, then away, and she smiled. “I should go find the brace.”

			“Why don’t you throw together a bag with some clean clothes too?”

			She hesitated. “I kind of figured I’d come back here tomorrow.”

			“Oh.” Gordon tried to hide his disappointment, but when she grimaced, he figured he’d not done well at that.

			“It isn’t that I don’t… the last thing I want to do is take advantage of you, of your generosity,” she said. “I don’t want to become a mooch.”

			If she hadn’t been entirely serious and sad, Gordon might have been angry. But she was serious, and he understood where her fears were coming from.

			“Come here.” He held out his hands. When she came to him this time, he rested his hands on her waist and studied her. “I’m not tired of you, of spending time with you. I don’t feel like you’re using me, and you aren’t putting me out in any way, shape, or form. I… I love you, Stacy. I think I have for a long time now. The last thing I want is to spend time away from you. I love you,” he reiterated softly as she stared at him, apparently stunned. “I want to marry you, be with you every day for the rest of my life. It’s probably too soon for me to tell you that, but I can’t stand the idea of you believing you aren’t loved and wanted when that simply isn’t true. Not in the least.”

			“Why?”

			“Why do I love you?” When she nodded, he smiled and touched her face. “There are a million reasons. The way you laugh, the way you smile. That little snort you make when you’re amused but don’t think anyone’s listening. The way you care about your job, the way you walk across a room. How you are with Chloe, with babies… the kindness you exhibit to people who need it. The list goes on and on. Maybe the biggest reason is because you don’t think you deserve love and you can’t believe anyone would love you the way you are, scars and all. It isn’t any one thing—it’s everything.”

			A lone tear tracked down her cheek. “Galen, I’m a mess. My mother killed my father, and she has done so many awful—”

			He pressed his fingers to her mouth. “You’re not your mother any more than I’m my old man. Maybe if I hadn’t experienced what I have, I’d be worried. But I know you, and I know how much good you do—not because you think it’s what’s expected, but because you need to do it, you want to do it. And I know what it’s like to be the child of a parent who’s a piece of shit, to worry that you’re like them. So far as that goes, you have more room for concern than I do, I think. Abusive behavior is learned, after all.”

			She was already shaking her head. “No. Don’t you even dare go there. You would never hurt me or hurt a child.”

			He swallowed hard against the emotional swell her adamant declaration caused. “How do you know that?”

			“Because I know you, damn it. You’re a good man. Don’t you dare say those things about yourself.”

			“Then I’ll expect the same courtesy from you, madam,” he told her in a rough whisper. “I’m not walking into this blindly, this relationship with you.”

			“It’s only been a week. Not even that.”

			The corner of his mouth lifted, and he gave a rueful chuckle. “Has it really?” Knowing he had to lay all his cards on the table, he sighed and looked away. “I never explained why I left so abruptly back in January.”

			Stacy leaned into him. “No, you didn’t.”

			He struggled to find the words. “The night you gave me refuge, I was feeling pretty damned sorry for myself. But there you were, picking me up, helping me get through the night. When Sandra called and told me she had a cruise lined up and she needed a friend, I jumped at the chance to get out of town. I didn’t expect to be gone for two months, but I needed some space, some distance, from you.

			“See, that night I stayed with you, I had a dream. It was so real, it was all I could think about for weeks after, and it scared the living daylights out of me.”

			She traced his eyebrows. “What was it about?”

			He shrugged. “We were married. We were in bed, and I was holding you. You were wearing one of those white nightgowns you like—the short ones, no sleeves? Now that I know that’s what you really do wear, it makes the dream even harder to think about. Anyhow, our baby cried. He woke us, and I told you I’d get him, to go back to sleep. You needed your rest because you had just found out we were pregnant again. Apparently that’s something we’re good at, making babies. Or we are in my dreams, anyhow.”

			He knew his smile was sad. “So I got up, and I went and got him. God, he was beautiful—light-brown hair, curls like you wouldn’t believe. He had your eyes. I’d guess he was probably a little over a year old. I could feel him in my arms, the weight of him. Smell his baby smell. He was teething, and he wanted someone to hold him. I sat down in a rocking chair with him, and we went to sleep. When I woke up from the dream, he was gone. He wasn’t real. We weren’t real—it had all been a dream. But I could still feel him.”

			Stacy wiped the tears from her cheeks. “It wasn’t Mallory? It was me?”

			“It was you. Mallory and I lost a little girl, which is something I still can’t talk about,” he said somberly. “This was our child—our son. His name was Dylan. Dylan Elias Gordon. He was so real to me I can still feel him in my arms.”

			She stared at him, her lips trembling. “How did you know that?”

			Gordon frowned. “Know what? Dylan Elias? I don’t know—I just remember that being his name. Why?”

			“I’ve always said if I had a son, I’d name him Dylan after the sheriff who was so kind to me all those years ago and Elias after Wyatt. How could you know that?”

			Gordon swallowed hard, feeling weak all over. “You can’t be serious.”

			She nodded jerkily. “I am.”

			Shaken to his core, he could only stare at her. “How?”

			“What else was in this dream? Where were we?”

			It took him a minute to find his tongue. “Uh, I’m not sure. We weren’t here. We were in a house I’ve never seen before. It felt old but not run-down. It felt like a home, not just a house. There were tall ceilings. The nursery was, um, it was painted a pale blue-green, and there was a wall that wasn’t straight. That’s where the rocking chair was. It had kind of like a bay window thing but not. You know the kind, where the wall bumps out and has three faces, each with a window? Does that make sense?”

			She nodded. “Yeah, it does.”

			“Anyhow… when I woke up and it wasn’t real, it devastated me. I wasn’t ready for that depth of emotion, but there it was. So when Sandra gave me an out, I took it. I needed the time to get my head on straight.”

			He was still floored by what she’d said about the baby’s name. Judging by the look on her face, so was she.

			As he considered how much she’d already been hit with today, he grimaced. “Look, I’m sorry. I know my timing could have been better on this. You’ve had a lot thrown at you today, and you didn’t need me dumping more on you. I’m sorry.”

			“I’m not. You have no idea how much this means to me,” she said softly, cupping his face. “No idea. I never expected to hear that from you, that you love me. Never in a million years.”

			Gordon scowled. “Why not?”

			Her smile held a wealth of sadness. “You might have noticed I have self-esteem issues.” She rested her cheek against his. “You want to marry me?”

			“More than anything in the world. Marry you, have babies with you, all of it. The ups and the downs.” He sighed and nuzzled her. “But right now, why don’t we get what you need from here, pick up some food, and head home? Chloe’s probably wondering what happened to us by now.” They’d dropped the cat off at his condo when they’d hit town earlier that afternoon.

			Stacy kissed him, her lips lingering softly on his. “Okay. Give me five minutes.”

			He didn’t move from the couch as she went down the hall. He couldn’t. His relief at finally getting the words out, of finally letting her know he loved her, was too profound. Learning that the name he’d dreamed of for their child was the name she’d always considered giving her child? That left Gordon wondering whether maybe his father was right about him after all, at least to some degree.

			“Maybe you do have a supernatural side,” he muttered as he rubbed his face.

			Or maybe an angel whispered the future in your ear, a little voice told him.

			He shook himself and stood, then went to see if Stacy needed any help. Very much more of this kind of introspection and he’d be going to talk to Zora Mongiardo, a woman he knew from the group he’d joined a couple of years ago as part of an investigation. Zora knew things beyond what most people could see, hear, feel. Gordon had never believed in that sort of thing, but he was at a loss as to how to explain knowing the baby’s name.

			He was also more determined than ever to build a life with Stacy, which made finding her mother and bringing her to justice all the more important. Stacy deserved the chance to start clean, and he didn’t know if she’d be able to do that with Pam still out there in the wind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			The next morning, as they got ready to tackle the laundry list of tasks for the day, Gordon kept Stacy in stitches. She almost didn’t believe some of the things he was telling her—except she’d been there for some of it.

			“So I get home—rather, back to Chase and Annie’s—and the house is quiet. Too quiet. They say with kids, when things are quiet, that’s when you know there’s trouble. The same applies to ten-pound furballs named Murphy, let me tell you. Chase brought everyone back those hideous bright shirts, and I told him then that wasn’t nearly enough compensation to get me to babysit again. It’s a good thing the cat is so cute.”

			Murphy was Chase and Annie’s cat, a pale-orange rescue who’d come into Chase’s life in a whirlwind that hadn’t stopped. Gordon had babysat for them when they’d taken their honeymoon a few weeks earlier. To say the cat was unique was something of an understatement.

			“What’d he do?” Stacy asked, watching him over the rim of her coffee mug.

			“I called to him. No answer. No mews, no pips, nothing. Then I get to the foot of the stairs, and here he comes with his tail raised, proud as he could be. There were clothes all over the steps. Shirts, ties, lacy things of Annie’s. At this point, I’m thinking, ‘Oh, shit. Someone has broken in, and they’re having a wild party upstairs.’ I draw my gun, go up carefully just in case, follow the trail of clothes into their bedroom… and see the open closet door.” He shook his head, thumbing through his phone for something. “That cat had gotten in there, and he’d eviscerated every piece of clothing he could get his paws on. When I turned around, this is what I saw.” He showed her the picture.

			Stacy nearly fell out of her chair with amusement. There stood Murphy, looking particularly pleased with himself, a confection of a raspberry-colored lacy bra—or what was left of it—dangling from his mouth.

			Once she’d stopped laughing, Gordon continued. “I texted that to Chase, told him his cat had a fetish. I left it at that. He called me a minute later. I don’t know if Annie has forgiven Murphy yet—or me. I’m the one who forgot to close the door. I had to get in there to borrow one of Chase’s shirts, you might recall, as mine were all nasty. I’m just happy Chloe didn’t pick up any of his bad habits since she stayed with us there too.”

			She propped her chin on her hand and grinned at him. “That cat is trouble with a tail.”

			Gordon huffed. “That’s not an overstatement in any way.”

			Earlier that night, Murphy had stolen a raw chicken breast and dragged it to the middle of Gordon’s bed, leaving it in a pile of his clean laundry, which was why Gordon had needed to borrow Chase’s shirt. Then Murphy had sliced Gordon’s hand open when Gordon had tried to usher him out from under Chase and Annie’s bed. Stacy had had to patch him up, and since he’d just come out of the shower when the incident occurred, he hadn’t yet put on a shirt. Being that near to him and being unable to touch him—because of her own hang-ups and propriety—had nearly driven her mad.

			As she’d told Maria later, she deserved a medal for showing that much restraint. Looking back now, weeks later, she realized that evening had been a turning point of sorts for her, setting off the hard longing that had so plagued her and had finally driven her to start conquering her fears.

			“Did you know how hard it was for me to bandage you up that night?” she asked softly. “Not from the perspective of feeling threatened, but as a woman who wanted nothing more than to get her hands on you?”

			He gazed at her with astonishment. “No. I had no idea.”

			She nodded. “All I wanted was to be able to touch you, and it haunted me that I couldn’t really do that.”

			When he set down his own coffee, then turned to her, holding out his hand, her heart stuttered. She happily let him pull her into his lap, winding her arms around his shoulders.

			“I’m yours. Touch me whenever, wherever, however you want. I love having your hands on me and not just sexually.”

			Leaning in, she kissed him, her heart breaking with love as he patiently let her control the embrace. She’d just gotten to the point where she was ready to say to hell with their plans for the day and drag him back to bed when the doorbell rang.

			“Who in the world is that at eight o’clock on Monday morning?” Gordon asked with a frown. He set her on her feet, and she followed him down the hall to the door. “I’m going to have to get a peephole installed on this thing or a camera for the porch or something. This isn’t safe.”

			As he opened the door, there was a flurry of movement, and before she could do anything to help, he was on the floor, twitching. The familiar staccato tat-tat-tat of a Taser registered in her brain, then she was down as well. When she managed to look up, Pam was standing over her, gun in one hand, Taser in the other. A man stood behind her, similarly armed.

			“Hello, sweetheart. Did you miss Mommy?”

			[image: ]

			Fifteen long, tense minutes later, the man with Pam—the one she called Steven—had bound Stacy and Gordon in the living room with duct tape. Stacy’s wrist was throbbing from how he’d manipulated it, but she tried not to let that show from where she was lying on the couch, unable to move.

			Pam was leisurely pacing in front of them, laughing and talking to herself in a low voice. She held what looked to be Stacy’s missing Ruger in her gloved hand. Her eyes were cold, flat, and emotionless—a sharp contrast to her demeanor.

			“What do you want, Pam?” Stacy asked as the effects from the Tasering wore off.

			Pam stopped in front of her and used the tip of the gun to tilt Stacy’s chin up. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” She raised her free hand and slapped Stacy hard across the face. “I’m in charge here. You don’t speak until I tell you to.”

			Blood filled her mouth from where her teeth had cut her cheek, and Stacy spat. She couldn’t look at Gordon, too afraid she’d lose what little calm she had. The look in her mother’s eyes scared her more than anything ever had in her life, including the rape.

			When mother stood in front of Gordon, Stacy stopped breathing. Steven had secured him to a dining chair, binding him tight, and he was utterly at Pam’s mercy. Watching helplessly as Pam caressed his cheek with the gun, Stacy waited and prayed.

			“You have good taste in men, daughter. This one’s so handsome, I might have to rethink my plans.” She cocked her head to the side and pretended to think, tapping the gun against her jaw with patently false regret. “Nope. He’s part of the grand scheme.”

			“Which is what?” Gordon ground out.

			“Destroying that spawn of mine. Absolute devastation, nothing less. I won’t stop until everything she cares about is shattered and in pieces around her. I should have had her scraped out of me when I first discovered I was pregnant. I would have gotten a lot further than I did. But I’m taking care of that now. I’m going to burn the world down around her. Steven, are you ready?”

			“I am.” He moved to stand over Stacy.

			“Good. Then let’s take care of this loose end.”

			Without any more warning than that, Pam lowered the gun and fired.

			Stacy saw the muzzle flash, but she didn’t hear the shot. She was completely deaf as soon as Pam pulled the trigger. She saw Gordon’s body jerk and smelled the acrid stench of burning powder. Despite her bindings, she tried to gain her feet, but Steven jerked her back, then tossed her over his shoulder. She didn’t realize she was screaming until the press of his shoulder into her stomach knocked the breath out of her. She felt a pinch on the back of her leg. The last thing she saw was Gordon, stunned horror on his face as he met her eyes. He slumped in the chair, blood spreading rapidly across his gray T-shirt, then everything went black.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			Gordon stayed in the chair unmoving until he heard a car fire up, then race away. As soon as he was sure they were gone, he raised his head. He’d hated to do it, but playing dead had been his only choice. His chest and shoulder felt as though they were on fire, but he didn’t think Pam had done enough damage to kill him. If he hadn’t pretended to be mortally wounded, she might have shot him again, and her aim could have been better and deadly.

			Blood was running down his arm in a steady drip, loosening the duct tape Steven had used to bind him to the chair. The adhesive failed quickly, and Gordon was able to slip out his left arm. When he reached across his body for his phone, the pain flared even higher, and he screamed in agonized frustration and fear. He managed to get the phone out of its case after some fumbling. Desperate, terrified he’d lost Stacy forever, he dialed 911.

			He felt woozy by the time the call went through. When the dispatcher answered, he identified himself. His mouth was hard to move, tongue clumsy. “I’ve been shot, and they have Stacy. Get Wyatt. They have Stacy.”

			This time when he slumped forward, he wasn’t pretending.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Wyatt was in Maria’s office, discussing the IT budget, when Gretchen rushed in, her face white. He was on his feet in an instant. “What’s wrong?”

			“Gordon just called nine-one-one. He’s been shot, and Stacy’s been taken.”

			Maria gasped. “Oh God, no.”

			Torn, Wyatt turned back to her, but she was waving him away.

			“Go! I’m fine!”

			So he went.

			“Call Ethan or go find him. He’s in court. Get him in here now if you can,” he told Gretchen as they ran. “I’ll head downstairs to dispatch. We’re going to need everyone on this.”

			Without waiting for her response, he slammed through the door to the stairwell and took the stairs two at a time. He burst into the county’s call center scant seconds later, where a white-faced Carrie Greer was throwing out orders over the radio. She held her hand up to ask for a moment and finished giving instructions to whoever was on the other end. As soon as that was done, she briefed Wyatt through the organized, frenetic chaos that swamped the room.

			“Gordon’s been shot. From what he said, Stacy’s mother busted in with some guy named Steven. They shot him and took Stacy. He’s been in and out, but I managed to get that much out of him. A neighbor’s with him now.”

			“How bad is he?”

			“I don’t know. It’s a chest wound, from what the neighbor says.”

			“Damn it all to hell! Any idea who this guy is, this Steven?”

			She shook her head. “None. The ambulance should be to Gordon within the minute.”

			Wyatt cursed. “Who all’s been dispatched?”

			“Everyone—Jason’s on his way to Gordon, ditto the paramedics. ISP is responding as well, and so is the city.”

			He scrubbed his hands over his head, yanking hard on his hair. “Get whatever information you have out there, issue an APB. Call Kentucky too, let them know what’s going on. Gretchen’s trying to get Ethan out of court, coordinate with him if she can. I’ll head over to Gordon’s, and I’ll contact the people in Kentucky who’ve been handling that end of the investigation. We’re going to need as much help as we can get. Oh, and call Chase Hudson. He’ll know how to reach Gordon’s next of kin.”

			Carrie nodded. “Godspeed, Sheriff.”

			“I’m going to need it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			When Stacy came to, she was shocked to find herself tied to a chair in her own garage. As her mind cleared, she remembered what had happened, and she started to struggle.

			“Galen,” she whispered, fighting harder to get free of the bindings, but they were too tight. “God, please, let him be okay.”

			“You’re only going to hurt yourself,” Steven said from behind her.

			She twisted around and saw that he was coming out of the bathroom in the back, zipping his pants. Pam wasn’t far behind him, and from the looks of things, they hadn’t just been using the facilities. Stacy thought she might very well be sick then and there.

			“Oh, please. Get that condescending look off your face. Like you’ve never screwed around in a bathroom before.” Pam laughed, the sound harsh. “We’re going to have a hot time in the old town tonight, girl.”

			She kicked at a gas can, one of several lined up in a row. A large box of flares was on the floor beside it, and Stacy realized with horror that they were planning on burning down the garage. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that she’d probably be in it when it went up.

			“Why?” she whispered.

			“Because it’s something I should have done a long time ago. Do you have any idea how hard my life has been for the last twelve years? The things I’ve had to do to survive?”

			“I have a good idea, yes. Does your friend know?” She asked him, “Do you? Do you have any idea who she really is?”

			Pam slapped her again, hitting the same side as before and making her cry out with pain. “I told you—speak only when I tell you to.”

			This time when she had to spit, Stacy aimed straight for her mother’s face.

			“You little bitch.” Pam wiped away the blood-tinged saliva with the back of her hand and stepped forward, fury in her eyes.

			Steven held her back. “We don’t have time for this shit.”

			Giving him a hard shove first, Pam walked away. “Fine.” She stared at the storage boxes along the side of the garage, then stalked back toward where Stacy sat. “You had Maggie taken in. You shouldn’t have done that, you know. She’s my friend. I thought you adored her. Why’d you do that?”

			There was very real distress in her mother’s voice, including a real thread of anger and, if Stacy wasn’t mistaken, a bit of fear. “That’s where the evidence pointed. If you can clear her, they’ll probably go easy on her, but you’ll have to come forward. Otherwise, she’s going away for a long time for her role in this.”

			While Pam stared at her, it struck Stacy how old and tired she looked. She didn’t have a single doubt that Pam had been leading the life she’d wanted in the last twelve years, but time had worn her down. Whatever she’d done, the ugliness had taken a toll. There was no humanity left inside her, save that concern for Maggie.

			“You know what I’ve been doing since we saw each other last, do you?” Pam asked.

			“Yes. I’m aware of the drug dealing, the human trafficking. The petty crimes. Murder.”

			“Then you do know what I’m capable of.”

			“I’ve always known what you were capable of,” Stacy answered softly, trying to keep her mind away from Gordon and not panic or break and beg her mother for mercy she didn’t have. “Who’s your friend? I thought his name was Glenn.”

			Pam sneered. “That motherfucker? No. This is his baby brother. He’s worth ten times more than Glenn ever was.” She walked over to the stony-faced man and ran her hands down his body, stopping at his crotch and rubbing. “For all the gold that Army boy thought he was worth, he can’t hold a candle to you, baby.”

			Stacy watched as they kissed, her stomach churning. She’d endure whatever she had to in order to buy time and hopefully survive long enough for someone to come to her aid. That said, she could do without watching her mother have sex.

			Steven said something to Pam in a murmur too low for Stacy to hear, then they came back to stand in front of her. He stayed behind and slightly to the left of Pam, his face cold. Stacy couldn’t figure out why until she saw that he had a gun in his hand. He raised the pistol to her mother’s left temple, wrapping Pam in a chokehold.

			Pam froze. “What the fuck are you doing?”

			“Remember what you told me about Glenn?” he asked. “That he’d run off with some whore? I know the truth, bitch. I know what you did to him. I’ve always known. You’ll never get what you want. I’m going to see to that. You killed my brother, and I won’t let that stand.”

			He released the chokehold, then grabbed her hair and yanked it hard, making her cry out. Before Stacy could say anything to stop him, he pulled the trigger.

			The right side of Pam’s face disintegrated. For endless moments, what was left of her stood there, then her body crumpled to the floor.

			Stacy recoiled in horror, screaming as she scrambled back in the chair to try to get away. She felt it tipping but was helpless to stop the fall. Steven ran over to her, stopping her descent before she could hit the hard concrete. He holstered the gun. As the ringing in her ears slowly subsided, she could hear him trying to calm her.

			“Easy, easy. I’m not going to hurt you.” He walked around her, slipping gloves on as he went. After taking out a pocketknife, he cut her right hand loose from the bindings. As she watched, he wiped down the gun.

			She was trembling from shock, and it was a struggle to get her mouth to work. “Why did you shoot her?”

			“Because she was going to kill you. That’s what she wanted, and I wasn’t about to let her have that final win. She killed Glenn, shot him dead. He was messed up, but he was my brother. That bitch… she doesn’t know what it means to be loyal to family.” He spat toward Pam’s corpse.

			“What are you going to do with me?” She was afraid to know, but she had to ask.

			“I’m not gonna kill you, if that’s what you’re worried about. Here. I need to make sure your prints are on this, just in case they find it intact.” Cupping her right hand around the gun, he put his finger over hers and pulled the trigger. Each shot sent a spike of pain through Stacy’s head and her arm, and by the time he was finished, she was throwing up.

			He went to Pam and dropped the gun beside her. Once that was done, he picked up a gas can and doused her body, spreading the gas in a circle around her. He set the can carefully at her feet, then moved behind Stacy. She felt the remainder of her bindings loosen, then he was helping her up.

			“One more thing,” he said, motioning with his finger. “One more.”

			With his arm around her waist, supporting her, he walked her over to a work bench and picked up a flare gun that had been laid there. Turning them, holding Stacy in front of him like a rag doll, he backed toward the side door.

			When they were at the threshold, he stopped and fired two flares into the middle of the circle of gas. Enough of the vapor had risen that the gas caught fire with a solid whoosh that Stacy felt. Her mother’s body was immediately engulfed in flames.

			He carried her to the back of a car she didn’t recognize and lifted the unlatched trunk. A roll of duct tape lay on the trunk’s carpet, and he used that to rebind her hands behind her. Dazed and in shock, Stacy simply stared at him, her hearing coming back now that the gunshots had faded, though her entire head was ringing.

			“He’ll think I’m dead,” she whispered.

			“Your boyfriend? Only for a couple of days. Then I’ll let you go. He’s a big boy. He’ll be fine, assuming he isn’t dead himself. I have to tell you, that wound didn’t look good.”

			“Please don’t do this. Please.”

			“Sorry. It’s already done. In you go.” When Stacy didn’t get into the trunk, he shoved her off balance and lifted her in. “We need to get you somewhere safe after I take care of one last thing. See you in a bit.” He shut the trunk lid.

			A few minutes passed, and the sound of breaking glass, followed by the screeching of her house alarm, reached her ears. Seconds later, Stacy felt the car dip as he got in. She tried to focus on the route they took, but her mind was still foggy from whatever they’d given her at the condo. Instead of counting the turns, all she could see was Gordon’s face. Until the autopsy results came back, he’d think she was dead. He was going to end up reliving his worst nightmare all over again. If he was even still alive.

			She tried to envision exactly where her mother had shot him, trying to figure out if the wound had been mortal or not. She couldn’t—all she saw was his body jerking from the impact and the spread of blood across his shirt. As close as Pam had been to him, it would take a miracle for the shot not to have killed him. With her mind scattered from the drugs and realizing that Gordon was probably dead, Stacy sobbed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			Gordon came to when the paramedics started working on him, and he came up swinging before he realized what was happening. He managed to pull the punch just in time not to hit Jason Hudson in the jaw.

			“Easy, we’re only helping you,” Jason said as they got Gordon on a board. “What happened?”

			“Pam and some guy named Steven took her.”

			“Any idea where?”

			“No.”

			Jason cursed. “How’d they get in? Tasers? There’s confetti all over the hall.”

			“Yeah.”

			“The wound looks pretty clean. Through-and-through,” one of the paramedics said. “Looks like it nicked a blood vessel, and that’s why you lost so much blood. I doubt we’ll have to fly you out to a trauma unit.”

			Gordon turned his focus back to Jason, and to Wyatt, who was rushing through the door. “Find her. Please find her.”

			“We’re going to do everything we can,” Wyatt assured him.

			“Not good enough,” Gordon started to say, but then he was out again.

			When he came to a second time, he was in the emergency room. His clothes had been cut away, and he was stripped down to his underwear. A nurse was covering him with a blanket, and a doctor was shining a light in his eyes. Someone grasped his hand, and he turned to see Richard Hudson.

			“There’s my boy. Do you know what’s going on?”

			Gordon nodded. “Stacy?”

			“They’re looking for her. We’re going to get you stabilized and close this wound up, okay?”

			“How bad?”

			“It’s just a scrape as far as gunshot wounds go. They’re going to knock you out to keep you still while they work. I’ll stay with you. Do you have any allergies, Gordon?”

			He shook his head. “No.”

			“Good. Garrett’s on his way up here. By the time you come out, he should be here.”

			“Thank you.”

			“We’re going to take you up to the OR now and get you patched up.” Richard nodded, and the nurse injected something into Gordon’s IV.

			Before he could ask what it was, he was out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			Stacy wasn’t sure where they’d ended up, but she thought they’d been driving for about half an hour. Given that Wyatt would have thrown up roadblocks on all the major roads as soon as he’d discovered what had happened, Steven had probably taken back roads to get to wherever he’d taken her. The car stopped, then crept forward before stopping again. When she heard a garage door close, she realized they’d driven inside.

			“We’re here,” Steven said in a singsong voice as he opened the trunk.

			Squinting at him, she saw that they were indeed in a garage, one that looked familiar. “Where are we?”

			“Some doctor’s house, a guy who killed a bunch of people apparently. It’s deserted, and from what Pam said, the meth dealers won’t even touch this place. We’ll crash here for a couple of days. No one will ever know we’re here. Up you get.”

			He cut her bindings, then grasped her arm and tugged. Stacy stumbled clumsily to her feet. With her arms numb from having been bound, she couldn’t fight him off, so she saved her energy.

			He bent and tossed her over his shoulder again. “Sorry to keep doing this to you, but it’s the easiest way to get you from point A to point B. Let’s get you situated downstairs, and I’ll get that tape off.”

			By the time they reached the finished basement, he was puffing from exertion. He wasn’t a huge man, only five-ten or so, and even though he was solidly built, carrying her down a flight of stairs had taken a lot out of him, making her think he wasn’t used to so much physical exertion. If she got a chance to run, that might mean she could get away from him. He tossed her on a couch and wiped his brow. Stacy’s shirt had ridden up and her yoga pants had slid down, and as she saw him take in the exposed skin, her breathing caught.

			He laughed at her expression. “I don’t rape women. I don’t need to.” Bending, he turned her over and cut her hands loose.

			“Then why are you doing this?”

			“Because I need time to figure out how to get the hell out of here safely, and you’re my insurance policy.” He gestured toward an open door with the knife. “Go in there. That’s your cell while you’re here.”

			A crude hole about eight inches square was cut out of the middle of the door near the top. When Stacy opened it and went inside, she saw that the room was a small, windowless closet. A bare lightbulb hung from the ceiling, and a cot sat to one side, a blanket folded at its end. There were two gallons of water, a loaf of bread, a jar of peanut butter, some paper plates and paper towels, and a five-gallon bucket with a lid sitting to one side. Two rolls of toilet paper were on top of the bucket.

			“That’s your bathroom. Now, I know this place is a little sparse, but at least I’m not making you sleep on the cold floor,” he stated. “Go on, get inside.”

			Seeing no alternative, Stacy obeyed. “What are you going to do with me?”

			“Keep you here until the roadblocks lift, then leave and call your location in. They’ll be so excited to see you by then, they won’t be looking for me.”

			Stacy knew he was delusional if he thought Wyatt and her team would give up that easily, but she didn’t tell him that. He closed the door behind her, and she heard him slide a board into place as a makeshift bar lock.

			“Go ahead and explore your room. I know you’ll want to do that, see if you can find something to break out of there with. Pam and I set it up for a different kind of woman, but it’ll work for you too. The cot’s nailed down, no springs in the mattress. You can’t get to the lightbulb. I took the handle off the bucket. Still, you won’t take my word for that.”

			She heard his footsteps move away, and she hurried to the door to see if he was still there, but she couldn’t see out. The hole was cut too high. After sliding the bucket over, she stood on it and looked out. The room was empty. Since she heard him moving around upstairs, she figured she was safe to use the bucket. She cleaned up as best she could afterward, using one of the gallons of water to rinse her hands, and moved to sit on the cot.

			Pulling her legs up to her chest, she rested her head on her arms as she evaluated her situation. Her feet were cold and hurting, scraped in several places. She hadn’t been wearing shoes when they’d busted in, and as a result, her feet had taken a beating.

			Her mind was nearly clear from the drugging, though her head was pounding like nobody’s business. That, she knew, was a remnant of the Taser hit.

			By now, someone would have found Gordon. He’d be at the hospital, getting treatment—assuming he was still alive. The full-on search would have started, and someone would have called Garrett.

			As Stacy thought about Gordon’s brother, a flicker of hope flared to life. Garrett knew her mother had used a murder house in Clay County as a hideout. If he was brought into the investigation, maybe—just maybe—he’d remember that. If he didn’t, Gordon might, and if so, then they’d figure out where she was. That was a lot of ifs to base her hope on, but she’d seen stranger things happen, and right now, those ifs were all she had.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			When Gordon opened his eyes, his head felt as if it were filled with cotton, and his entire body was numb. The room was dimly lit, and for a minute, he didn’t remember where he was. When he heard the hospital intercom system, all the memories came rushing back in, and he struggled to sit up.

			Garrett hurried over from where he’d been sitting beside the bed and put his hand on Gordon’s chest. “Easy, easy. You don’t want to tear out those stitches.”

			Gordon clamped his hand around Garrett’s wrist. “Where’s Stacy?”

			Looking him straight in the eye, his brother lied to him. “We don’t know.”

			Mind sluggish, Gordon tried to get his brain to work enough to figure out why Garrett would be lying. Only one reason came to mind—Stacy was dead. His hand tightened.

			Garrett winced. “You’re hurting me, Galen.”

			Gordon let his hand drop. “She’s dead, isn’t she? That’s why you’re lying. They killed her.” He fell back against the hospital bed, anguished. “No, please. Tell me I’m wrong.”

			“I don’t know. Her garage and house were set fire to, and when the fire department got there, they found a body. It’s the right build, but her arm hadn’t been broken. Still…” He stopped, hands clenching the bedrail. “We think it’s Pam, but we won’t know until after the autopsy. That’ll be tomorrow.”

			“No, it’s not Stacy. I’d know if she was dead. I would know. I would know!” he shouted, rising up to clench Garrett’s arm. “I would know!”

			Fighting to get out of the bed, Gordon only barely noticed he was crying and that Garrett was as well. Machines were beeping like crazy, and people in scrubs came rushing in. It took three of them, along with his brother, to hold him down.

			“He’s going to rip his wound open. Get a sedative now! Mr. Gordon, you need to calm down. You’re going to hurt yourself. He’s torn out his IV. We’ll have to restart that,” the man helping hold him down said.

			“Here’s the shot,” someone said.

			A moment later, Gordon felt a pinprick on his rear. Within seconds, his eyes grew heavy, and all the fight drained out of him. As they settled him back on the bed, he looked into Garrett’s anguished eyes.

			“I would know,” he thought he whispered, then oblivion claimed him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			Steven woke Stacy on Tuesday morning by banging two pans together. “Rise and shine, sleeping beauty.”

			Once she was up, he let her out of the room for a brief walk around the basement. He stayed at least ten feet away from her at all times and kept his gun at the ready.

			“How’d you meet my mother?”

			“Glenn brought her home. They were partners, business and otherwise. She was trash, and we all knew it, but she could make the money hand over fist. My own mother tried to tell him she’d stab him in the back first chance she had, but he wouldn’t listen. He thought he was smarter than her. That mistake got him killed.”

			“You bailed her out in December, if I’m recalling what I heard correctly.”

			He nodded. “Glenn asked me to.”

			“How much do you know about what she’s done?”

			The shrug he gave was insolent. “Enough. I don’t care. I’m a ‘live and let live’ kind of man, which you should be thankful for. Otherwise, your friends would be planning your funeral right now. Back in you go.”

			The look in his eyes as he gestured with the gun was a little mean, and Stacy didn’t want to push him. So far, he’d kept his word and hadn’t approached her with anything remotely resembling sexual intent. She wanted to keep it that way.

			“Have you heard anything yet?” she asked as he closed the door behind her.

			“About your lover boy? No. They’ve gone radio silent. I figured they would. But the news hasn’t said anything either, so make of that what you will.”

			Stacy was frantic with worry, but she didn’t dare show him that. It was bad enough that she’d fallen into a fitful sleep that ended in a raging nightmare last night, a terrifying scene that had her screaming at three o’clock in the morning. No, Steven had too many weapons in his arsenal already—she wasn’t about to give him more.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			By late Tuesday morning, Gordon had been released from the hospital. He was in a bear of a mood, sick of hearing everyone trying to sound positive when they were convinced the body in the garage was Stacy’s. He’d snapped at Garrett more than once and even at Wyatt.

			“I’m sorry,” he told the sheriff as Wyatt drove him to Richard and Jackie’s house, Garrett following. They’d offered their guesthouse for his use as his condo was a crime scene. “I don’t understand everyone’s reluctance to believe me when I tell them that wasn’t Stacy.”

			“None of us want to believe it’s her. We’re simply afraid, son. That’s all. The autopsy results should be in soon, and we’ll have definitive proof. In the meantime, we’re still looking for her. Never doubt that.”

			“I know. Is Maria okay?” Gordon knew extreme stress—especially this kind—on a pregnant woman could be dangerous. Given that Maria and Stacy were best friends, as close as sisters, he was concerned. He didn’t want to see something similar to what had happened to Mallory happen to Maria.

			“She’s holding her own. Neva’s keeping a close eye on her for me.”

			“Good.” Gordon ignored Wyatt’s concerned look and tried for the millionth time to figure out where Steven Broady could have gotten with Stacy in the time he’d had before the roads were blocked. But he still had some brain fog from the anesthesia, and he was so anxious he couldn’t focus. “I can’t lose her.”

			The sheriff patted his hand. “I know, son. You won’t.”

			But they both were aware that was a promise Wyatt could only hope to keep.

			Jackie and Richard met them in front of the garage, coming around to open Gordon’s door and offer help if he needed it. His arm was in a sling and would be for a couple of weeks.

			“We have the guesthouse ready for you. Chloe’s in there too. Are you sure you won’t stay in the main house with us?” Jackie asked, a worried frown creasing her brow.

			Gordon dropped a kiss on her head. “The guesthouse is fine. Thank you.”

			Garrett parked next to Wyatt and grabbed their bags from the back of his SUV. Gordon made the introductions, forgetting for a minute that they’d all met at the hospital.

			“I would have known you anywhere though, even without the introductions. You look just each other,” Jackie said. “Come on in, let’s get you two settled. Wyatt, can you stay for coffee?”

			“I could use a cup or three,” he confessed.

			There was no sign of Chloe when they went in, and Gordon called for her softly. A meow sounded from the loft area, and she poked her head through the railing. When she saw the group of people, she growled and darted away. Gordon sighed and headed for the stairs.

			“I’ll get her. You sit down before you fall down,” Richard told him.

			Too weary to protest, Gordon changed directions, heading for the sofa instead. Wyatt sat in an arm chair opposite him and closed his eyes. Gordon realized the man probably hadn’t had any sleep.

			“Has anyone talked to Maggie to see if she’ll tell us anything?” Gordon asked.

			“Hathaway tried. She’s not talking, not even knowing that Stacy’s endangered.”

			Gordon swallowed. “You know Stacy thinks she’s in this up to her eyeballs, right?”

			The sheriff nodded as Richard came down from the loft. “Hathaway’s convinced of it too, based on what they found at her house. I guess Maggie was the bookkeeper or something.” His phone rang. “That’s Maria. Excuse me.”

			As the front door closed behind him, Gordon sat back, trying to get comfortable. He hated to admit it, but the ride from the hospital had taken a lot out of him.

			“Any word from Sandra?” he asked Garrett as his brother came back down the hall from the bathroom.

			“She’s on her way back from Chicago, should be in later this evening.”

			“I hate that she canceled the trip. How’s Chloe?”

			“She says she wants to stay up there for a little while,” Richard told him, discreetly checking his pulse. “She’s still a little jumpy.”

			“I can’t blame her.” He thanked Jackie when she handed him a mug of coffee, and he took a tiny sip before setting it on the end table beside him. “How’s Beth? This isn’t causing her problems, is it?” She was on a restricted, mostly homebound activity schedule due to her advancing, slightly higher-risk pregnancy.

			“Worried, though she’s all right. She wanted to come over here, but Ethan managed to convince her to stay home. Hannah and Paulo are with her.” Jackie rested her hand on his forehead, then pushed his hair back out of the way. “Why don’t you try to get some rest?”

			Gordon squeezed her hand. “I’m fine.”

			Her look told him she knew he wasn’t, but she didn’t press the issue. Wyatt came back in then, his expression guarded. Every muscle in Gordon’s body tensed, and it felt like hours before Wyatt spoke.

			“The autopsy’s done. It’s not Stacy.”

			A happy shout went through the room, and Gordon felt so light-headed with relief he thought he might pass out.

			Richard saw and hurried to his side. “Sit forward, head between your legs, and breathe. Just breathe.”

			Once the weakness had passed, Gordon raised his head to look at Wyatt. “You’re sure it’s not her?”

			“Absolutely no doubt about it. The coroner suspects it’s Pam. From the condition of the body internally, the age looks right.”

			Unashamed, Gordon wiped his wet eyes. “Then where is Stacy? And how do we find her?”

			For the next hour, they again went over what they knew, but nothing new came up. Wyatt had to leave, but he promised to call as soon as he heard anything. “I’ll be sending Jason and Ethan this way. They’re both running on fumes, and they need to crash for a couple of hours. Jackie, will you see to it that they do?”

			“Of course.”

			As soon as he was gone, Jackie sat on the coffee table in front of Gordon. She had her mothering look on.

			Gordon was instantly wary. “What?”

			She touched his right hand. “I want you to go upstairs and rest.” When he started to protest, she raised one eyebrow and he shut up. “Hear me out. They need your help here. You know this case intimately, as well as anyone else who’s on it. But as tired as you are, you’re not doing yourself or Stacy any good. Go upstairs, take a nap for a couple of hours. If there are any developments, we’ll wake you.”

			“Jackie, Stacy may not have a couple of hours.” His voice cracked. “How can I sleep when she’s out there, God knows where, going through hell?”

			“Because if you don’t rest, you could lose her for good. You may hold the key to this whole thing, but you’re so tired you can’t see it. I’m not saying sleep until noon tomorrow, honey. Just a couple of hours.”

			He rubbed the bridge of his nose, then pressed his fingers against his eyes, fighting tears. That, more than anything, convinced him she was right. “Okay.”

			“Good.” Satisfied, she stood. “Do you need help getting settled?”

			“No, I think I’m okay.”

			“I’ll walk you upstairs,” Richard said. “You’re probably still a little woozy from the anesthesia, and the last thing we want is for you to take a tumble.”

			Once upstairs, Richard left him, pulling the sliding screen closed to give him privacy from the downstairs. Gordon made use of the facilities, then carefully stretched out on the bed with a heartfelt sigh. He toed off his shoes, letting them fall. To his surprise, he had to struggle to keep his eyes open.

			When Chloe cautiously jumped up on the bed and sniffed him, then snuggled in, he felt his heart shatter. If they didn’t find Stacy, he didn’t think he’d be able to go on.

			“What are we going to do, Chloe?” he whispered. “What are we going to do?”

			[image: ]

			Downstairs, Garrett moved to stand at the wide bay window that looked out of the living room and over the pool beyond. Aside from when Emma had been born, he didn’t know when he’d felt so helpless.

			Jackie came to stand beside him. “You okay?”

			He shook his head. “I’m not.” He looked at her and didn’t bother trying to hide his worry. “If we don’t find her or if she doesn’t come out of this alive? We don’t just lose Stacy. We’ll lose Galen too. He won’t survive if she doesn’t.”

			From the grim lines on her face, he knew she understood the gravity of the situation. “I know.”

			“So what do we do?”

			“We find her and bring her home.”

			Garrett snorted. “With respect, it isn’t that simple.”

			Jackie’s smile was sad. “I know that too. Let me tell you a story about my daughter Beth and my daughter-in-law Annie.”

			As she related the tales of how Beth had been kidnapped and shot, and then Annie in a separate, unrelated incident, Garrett realized she knew too well was at stake. The knowledge didn’t make him feel any better.

			About ten minutes after Gordon had lain down, Chase arrived, having dropped his wife off at Beth’s house. Jason and Ethan showed up a few minutes later. They all gathered on the front porch, leaving the door open in case Gordon needed something but not wanting to disturb him with the noise of their conversation.

			The group was obviously tight-knit, Garrett thought, and as he watched them quietly support one another, he gave thanks his brother had found this family.

			“There has to be something we’re missing.” Jason groaned from where he sat on the steps. “I know there is, damn it. Sorry, Mom.”

			“All swear jar penalties are suspended until we get Stacy back safe and sound,” Jackie told him, squeezing his shoulders. “Though after the stress this family group has been through in the last few years, I may have to suspend it permanently.”

			“You have a swear jar?” Garrett asked.

			“Oh, yes. She has the mother of all swear jars,” Ethan answered with a yawn. He was stretched out on the swing at the end of the porch. If they were quiet for two minutes, Garrett figured he’d be asleep. “I should go see Beth in a minute.”

			“So where would this Broady asshole take her? If we were him, where would we go?” Chase mused. “Assuming he stayed local, it would have to be someplace private, someplace secluded.”

			“Somewhere without a lot of people nearby,” Richard added.

			“I hate to point this out to you folks, but Olman County has a lot of square miles that are exactly what you just described,” Jason said.

			“We are aware of that, thank you very much,” Ethan grumbled.

			Garrett was sitting on the floor next to Chase, his back propped against the wall. “The Broadys are from Harlan County and from a wild part of it at that. They’re comfortable in the woods, in the wild. The family is basically made up of career criminals. I don’t think he’d run with her. I think he’d stay close. And Steven’s brother, Glenn, he’s out there somewhere. We’ve been assuming he isn’t with them, but it makes more sense that he is given his history with Pam. Three people on the run, one a kidnap victim who’s a cop—that’s hard to hide these days. I wonder… I wonder if the Broadys and Pam had a base set up here all along. Gordon said she was determined to bring Stacy down, to ‘burn the world around her’ or something like that. To me, that feels like she meant to stay close. She could inflict the most damage from nearby. Or am I just hoping that’s the case?”

			“If you are, so are we.” Jason cursed and got to his feet. “Damn the son of a bitch to hell and back.” He strode across the yard to the patio and stared into the pool, hands on top of his head.

			Jackie got up and followed him, then wrapped her arm around his waist.

			“Stacy’s been mentoring him. She’s like a sister to him at this point,” Chase explained.

			“She’s like a sister to me too,” Ethan said. “How’s Gordon?”

			Garrett shrugged. “About like you’d imagine, I guess. Scared to death.”

			Ethan sat up, his face lined with fatigue and worry. “It’s a hard place to be, where he’s at now.”

			Given what Jackie had told him earlier about Beth, Garrett supposed Ethan knew better than anyone how true that was.

			“Okay, so we don’t know where the Broadys might have gone. What about Pam? What do we know about her?” Chase asked.

			“She was all about Pam, all the time, from what we’ve learned. If something didn’t benefit her, she didn’t have any part of it. We were able to trace the places she’s lived the last few years thanks to her friend, Maggie Osborne, who rented most of them for her.” Garrett frowned, then cursed. “Shit, I should have thought of that sooner.”

			Everyone turned to watch him.

			“Should have thought of what?” Ethan asked, his gaze on Garrett’s face.

			“All the places Pam stayed—they were all abandoned houses, places the locals didn’t want any part of. When we found that out the other day, Stacy said something about a local doctor. Nobody wants anything to do with his house, and the bank can’t sell it.”

			“Ormsby’s house.” Jason, who’d come back to the porch, exchanged a look with Ethan. “Do you think maybe that’s where they are?”

			“Could be. It would fit. It’s out of the way, nobody goes there, low traffic area.”

			“Is it nice? Amenity-wise, I mean?” Garrett asked.

			“Very nice,” Ethan replied. He’d come to his feet and hurried down to stand next to Jason. “Sammy has that listing. I’ll call her, see if she knows anything.”

			“I’ll call Wyatt, see if we have anyone out that way,” Jason said.

			The tension on the porch as they waited for the respective calls to end was palpable.

			Ethan was the first one off the phone. He was practically vibrating with excitement. “Sammy’s not been out there in a few weeks, but she got a call from the bank a couple of days ago. Apparently the electric bill is much higher than it should be.”

			Jason relayed the message to Wyatt. “Got it. We’re on our way.”

			Garrett and Chase came to their feet.

			“Need some help?” Garrett offered.

			“No. Stay here. If this all goes south, Gordon’s going to need you,” Ethan said. “Is Wyatt meeting us there with SWAT?”

			Jason nodded. “Yeah.”

			“Be careful, boys,” Richard said as they hurried toward the driveway.

			“Yes, sir. Wish us luck,” Jason called.

			In seconds, they were gone with Jason driving, light bar on but no siren.

			“Should we wake Gordon?” Chase asked.

			“Not yet. Let’s wait and see what they find,” Garrett answered. “Either way, he’s going to need his rest. How far away is this place?”

			“About fifteen minutes of regular driving. They’ll make it in ten,” Richard answered.

			“So we’ll know soon,” Garrett remarked, nerves setting his stomach on fire.

			Chase clapped him on the shoulder. “Yeah. We’ll know soon. God help us.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			Stacy was dozing when she heard running footsteps, then the crashing of glass. Voices yelling angrily were followed by rapid-fire gunshots. She didn’t stop to think but instead dove under the cot for what little protection it might offer and covered her head with her arms. If Steven managed to get away from whoever was shooting, he might come after her, and she intended to present him with the smallest target she could.

			Instead, she heard what sounded like an army of booted feet tromping about overhead, then coming down the basement stairs.

			“Stacy? Stacy, where are you?” Ethan yelled as shouts sounded the all-clear.

			“I’m here!” Scrambling out from under the cot, she rushed to the door so quickly she tripped. Half crawling, she pounded on the door. “I’m here! I’m here!” She managed to stand up, wincing as her ankle protested, and pounded on the door again.

			“I’ve got her!” he yelled, then the door was opening.

			Laughing, crying, and absolutely petrified that she was imagining the rescue, she fell into his arms.

			“I’ve got her. She’s alive. Oh, thank God.”

			He hugged her so tightly, Stacy couldn’t breathe for a minute. Desperate for news, she fought until he let go and she could see his face. “Galen? Is he okay? Please, Ethan, tell me he’s okay.”

			“He’s fine. He’s at the farm with my in-laws and Chloe. He’s fine, Stacy.”

			“If you’re lying to me, I’ll shoot you,” she told him, then promptly burst into tears.

			“Have I ever lied to you?”

			She shook her head, too distraught to answer. She was so weak she couldn’t stand, and he had to support her.

			“I’m not lying now. He had a close call. He got very lucky, but he’s fine.”

			By then, it felt as if half the sheriff’s department was in the basement, but all Stacy wanted was to get out and go to Gordon. She told Wyatt that as he hugged her.

			He smiled. “I figured as much. Make a hole, people! We’re coming up. Do you know where the other brother, Glenn, is?”

			“Dead. Pam killed him. Steven killed her in revenge.”

			With Ethan’s assistance, she managed to limp to the top of the stairs, a trail of law enforcement officers following her. She wasn’t surprised to see Steven lying on the kitchen floor, eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling.

			“Who shot him?”

			“One of the state boys,” Wyatt answered. “Ethan, you’ll have to carry her through that glass. Sorry, Stacy.”

			Without protest, she let Ethan pick her up, and he carried her outside and over to a waiting ambulance.

			She tightened her arms around his neck, refusing to let go. “I’m not going to the hospital. You’re taking me to Galen.”

			“You need to get checked out,” Wyatt said from beside them. “Then you can see him.”

			She sucked in a breath. “Why can’t I see him now? I’m fine. Unless you lied to me and he’s dead. That’s it, isn’t it? He’s dead?” The tears started again, and everyone rushed to assure her that Gordon was very much alive.

			“He’s too ornery to let something as silly as a bullet keep him down,” Jason said, teasing her gently. “Danged thing bounced off him and took out that clock on the mantel.”

			Still not sure she believed them, she looked at Wyatt.

			He held up his hands. “He’s fine. Not quite bulletproof”—he cast a scolding look toward Jason—“but he’s very alive. If the medics give you the all-clear, we’ll take you to him. But you have to let them look you over. I’m not budging on that.”

			Conceding, Stacy impatiently sat through the exam. When the medic, Farik, pronounced her good to go, she glowered at the men.

			“See? I told you. I’m fine. Now can we please go to him?”

			“Not yet you can’t,” Russell DeHart said. “I need to take your statement.”

			Wyatt frowned. “Russ, can’t that wait? Just a few hours?”

			“I won’t give it to you right now,” Stacy told him flat out. “The only thing I’m doing now is going to Galen. Do you understand what he’s been through?”

			With a sigh, DeHart gave in. “Fine. I’ll swing by in a few hours then. Glad to see you in one piece, Detective.” After a brief salute, he stalked off, heading back toward the house.

			Stacy couldn’t have cared less that he was angry. She started to stand, but Farik stopped her.

			“You really don’t need to walk barefoot right now. Not with those cuts on your feet we just dressed.”

			Resigned to being carried, she looked at Ethan. Without a word, he scooped her up and followed Wyatt to his SUV.

			“Jason and I were just at the farm. Gordon was resting—he had to be sedated last night. He doesn’t know we came to find you.”

			“How’d you figure it out?” she asked.

			“Garrett. Something about the places Pam had been, murder houses and the like. In any event, we didn’t want to risk upsetting Gordon if this didn’t pan out.” Ethan waited for Wyatt to open the door, then he gently set her inside. “In case we didn’t mention it, we’re very happy to see you.”

			She gave him a tremulous smile. “Me too. Is Beth okay? Maria?”

			“They’re both fine.”

			Wyatt touched his shoulder. “I’ll get Stacy over to the farm. You and the others check in with Russell, then try to get home. Get some rest as soon as you can. The state boys will handle this scene, and we all need some sleep.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			As they drove, Stacy became conscious of how she must smell. Being held captive had taken its toll. “Do you have any wet wipes?”

			“In the back. Do you need one?”

			“I need several. I don’t want Galen to see me like this.”

			Wyatt glanced at her. “Do you want me to call Jackie, have her get some things pulled together for you so you can shower as soon as you get there? We need to let them know you’re alive anyhow.”

			“Please.”

			He made the call. When they pulled into the driveway a few minutes later, everyone hurried to meet them.

			“You don’t know how glad I am to see you,” Garrett told her as he hugged her, his grin so much like Gordon’s it hurt her to see him.

			“I have an idea. How is he? Where is he?”

			“Still asleep in the guesthouse,” Jackie answered. “He needed rest. Let’s get you cleaned up and out there to him. I’ve got everything set up in the downstairs guest room here in the main house, including clean clothes.”

			As much as she wanted to see Gordon, Stacy had to get clean first. She didn’t expect that he would let her go for a long time, and she was too dirty to go to him as she was. When Jackie showed her the bathroom, she asked if Stacy needed anything else.

			“I think that’s everything. Thanks, Jackie.”

			“You’re more than welcome. Sweetie, I’m so glad you’re here, safe, with us.”

			After she left, Stacy hobbled into the bathroom. After stripping down while the water heated, she stepped under the spray and scrubbed like a madwoman. Within five minutes, she finally felt clean enough and got out. She toweled dry, dressed quickly in the borrowed clothes, then hurried out of the house as fast as she could on her sore feet.

			“He’s still asleep upstairs,” Garrett told her as she approached the porch of the guesthouse. “We’re all going to go next door, give you two some privacy. Holler if you need us.”

			She crossed her arms over her chest self-consciously. Though Jackie had given her a T-shirt and a tank top to wear underneath, she felt horribly exposed. “Thanks, Garrett. Wyatt, my clothes are all in the guest bathroom if you need them for evidence. I stuffed them in the garbage can.”

			“Okay. Go on, kid.”

			Without another word, she went in the guesthouse and eased up the stairs, barely aware of Richard closing the front door behind her. She slid the screen back enough to slip into the bedroom, then stopped, staring at the man stretched out on the bed. Her heart was beating so fast she thought she might be sick.

			Chloe was curled up next to Gordon, who was facing the door, lying on his right side. His left arm was in a sling, and he looked as though he’d lost ten pounds. Deep rings were under his eyes, dark as bruises.

			Tears slipped down her cheeks, and she swiped at them. Slowly, she approached the bed, not wanting to wake him just yet. Careful not to jostle the mattress, she sat down and stared at him, taking in the sight of him.

			With a grunting half purr, Chloe stood and stretched, then walked over. Picking her up, Stacy hugged her close.

			“I didn’t think I’d ever see him again,” she confessed in a whisper. “Oh, Chloe, am I dreaming?”

			A frown crossed Gordon’s face, and twisting as though he were trying to escape something, he rolled over slightly and opened his eyes. He froze when he saw her, and Stacy heard his breath catch.

			She smiled. “Hi.”

			His mouth moved, but no words formed. His eyes raced over her hungrily, but he didn’t move toward her.

			“Are you real?” he finally whispered.

			“As real as you are,” she answered.

			Setting Chloe down, she held her hand out toward him. His hand moved slowly, as though afraid she’d disappear the moment he touched her. When their fingers made contact, he gasped, his eyes focusing on her face like lasers, and he sat up quickly.

			Stacy wasn’t sure who moved first, but then they were in each other’s arms, and that was all that mattered.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			Gordon was sure he’d lost his mind when he opened his eyes and saw Stacy sitting on the side of the bed. Either that or she was dead and had come to say goodbye. When she tilted her head, smiled lopsidedly, and said hi, he found he couldn’t breathe.

			He was afraid to reach out, to believe, but he had to know. It didn’t make sense, her being there. If she was really there, Garrett would have awakened him. If she wasn’t real, Gordon didn’t know if he wanted to know. But at the same time, he couldn’t figure out how, if she wasn’t real, she was wearing one of the atrocious pink T-shirts Chase had brought back from Florida. That, as much as his desire to feel her, had him reaching out.

			When their hands connected and she was solid, he came fully awake with a gasp. He met her in the middle of the bed, desperate to touch her and assure himself she was really alive and there with him. He worked his arm free of the sling before tossing it aside with a muttered curse, and he ignored the pain in his shoulder. Running his hands over her face, her hair, her body, he realized he was laughing and crying at the same time. He didn’t care—she was alive.

			Stacy was touching him much the same way, as though she couldn’t get close enough.

			“How are you here?” he asked. “I love you so much. Please don’t be a dream.”

			“I love you back. I’m okay, Galen. I’m really here. I thought you were dead. She was too close when she shot you. I thought you were dead.”

			He pulled her onto his lap and moved her damp hair off her face. “She missed everything important somehow.”

			Stacy tugged at his shirt, needing to see for herself. She helped him ease it off and set about inspecting his wounds. “How bad does it hurt?”

			“It’s sore, but it’s nothing. Are you okay?” He searched her eyes. “Did they hurt you?”

			She shook her head, and a few tears spilled over. “No. He didn’t touch me like that. He killed her, you know.”

			“I know. As for him, I wouldn’t care if he hurt you. I mean, I’d care,” he hastened to correct himself, “but it wouldn’t change the way I feel about you. Hell, please tell me you know what I’m trying to say. I’m not thinking straight.”

			“I do. And he really didn’t touch me, Galen. In fact, in a twisted way, he probably saved my life.” She placed a hand on either side of his head, fingers tracing the planes and angles of his face. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. I didn’t want to give up hope, but she shot you in the chest from close range. Do you know how much of a miracle it is that you survived?”

			Gordon nodded, his throat tight. “As much as I told everyone that I knew you were okay, I didn’t really. I was so afraid the autopsy would come back and you’d be gone. Please don’t ever leave me. I couldn’t bear losing you.”

			“I’m right here, and I’m not planning on going anywhere,” she whispered as she leaned in to kiss him.

			He lay back on the bed, taking her with him. For a long time, they simply held each other—kissing, touching, each trying to reassure themselves that the other was safe and alive.

			After some time, a knock sounded downstairs, then the door opened. Garrett’s voice rose up to them from the living room. “Sorry to bother you two, but the guy’s here from the state police to take Stacy’s statement.”

			“We’ll be down in a couple minutes,” Gordon hollered back.

			“I’ll let him know.”

			The door shut behind him, and Gordon let his head fall back against the pillows. “Time to face the music.”

			When they crossed the yard and went into the main house, Gordon was surprised. The kitchen was a flurry of activity with several women bustling around. Neva was there along with Carrie and Jason’s wife, Hannah. From another room came the sound of happy voices.

			Jackie smiled at them over her shoulder as she carried a casserole into the dining room. “There you are. Russ is grabbing a bite to eat. Why don’t you two do the same and join him in the sunroom?”

			Stacy blinked at her. “What’s going on?”

			“You’re alive. We’re all tired and hungry, and we’re doing what people in small towns do—bringing food,” Neva answered, hurrying around the island to where they stood by the door. “Can I get a hug?”

			Stacy said yes and was enveloped in a bear hug so quickly, she squeaked.

			When the older woman pulled back, she was wiping her eyes. “Damn it, you’re not to do this again. Understand me? We thought we’d lost you.”

			Stacy nodded and managed a watery, “Yes, ma’am.”

			“Good. Now, Russ is waiting for you, but someone else is too. Maria’s in the living room. You need to go see her.”

			She looked at Gordon, clearly torn. Understanding that she was reluctant to let him out of her sight, he tipped his head to the side. “I’ll be right here. Go on.”

			As she went, Neva squeezed his uninjured arm. “Let’s get you some food.”

			He let her lead him to the island, where she set about preparing a plate. “How’d you all get this food ready so fast?”

			“Part of life in small towns. Most of us have things stored away for just this sort of situation. As soon as word broke that you’d found her, we pulled it together. I’ll take you to Russ. What do you want to drink? There are sodas and waters in the cooler there by the door.”

			Bending, he picked out a soft drink. “I can carry my plate.”

			“Uh-huh. With which hand? The one with the soda or the one in the sling?” She winked at him. “Come on. You look ready to keel over.”

			Gordon gave in and followed her. As he greeted the state trooper talking with Garrett, he gave Neva a one-armed hug. “Thanks, Neva.”

			“Don’t mention it. When you’re ready for more, just come on back.”

			Sitting down, he looked across the folding table at Garrett, who was smiling.

			“Quite the community you’ve landed in. I can see why you’ve settled here,” Garrett said.

			Gordon nodded, his whole world lighting up as Stacy came into the room with Maria. Even the few short minutes they’d been apart had seemed like too long. From the way she hurried to his side and positioned her chair close to his, he figured she felt the same way.

			He answered his brother as he smiled at her. “It’s home.”
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			By nine o’clock that evening, Stacy and Gordon were safely ensconced in the guesthouse. Garrett was staying with Jackie and Richard, as was Sandra, and everyone else had gone back to their own homes for some much-needed rest. Tucked under Gordon’s uninjured arm, Stacy was running her hand lightly over his chest. His skin was still damp with sweat from making love. The lamp was on because they each needed to see the other.

			“I didn’t think I’d ever get to lie like this with you again, to touch you again,” she murmured. “To just look at you.”

			He tightened his arm around her. “I know. When Garrett told me they’d found her body… that’s going to take a while to get over.”

			“We’re both probably going to have nightmares for a long time from this.” She tipped her head back so she could see his face. “Have you spoken to Kathryn?”

			A muscle ticked in his jaw, and his eyes shuttered. “Not exactly.”

			Stacy rose up. “That sounds ominous.”

			He shrugged his good shoulder. “She came to the hospital while I was in surgery, and I guess she and Garrett got into it. They don’t like each other, never have. All he would tell me was that she was there and they had words, but Jackie said it was more than that. Much more.”

			“How much?” Stacy could tell he didn’t want to talk about it, but she needed to know. “Galen, please tell me.”

			“She basically told him good riddance.”

			“About me?”

			“Yes. I’m sorry. For what it’s worth though, I guess he ripped her a new one.”

			Pushing her hair back off her face, Stacy shook her head. “I don’t know what to think about that. I thought Kathryn liked me.”

			“So did I. Can we forget about her? All I want to do right now is hold you.”

			Sliding under his arm, Stacy carefully wrapped herself around him, mindful of his wound. “Absolutely. You know, I could do a lot worse than loving you and being loved by you, but I don’t think I could do any better.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			Wednesday morning brought answers and more questions and some much-needed closure. In all the excitement, Stacy had forgotten about the planned search for her father’s remains. When Wyatt showed up with Detective Hathaway at the guesthouse—which was where she and Gordon would be staying for the next little while—she knew.

			“We found a body buried exactly where Maggie told us to look,” the man said quietly. “DNA will take a little time, but we’re comparing it against the profile we pulled from you as part of the investigation. That said, we’re fairly certain it’s him. The physical description fits, and the medical examiner thinks the timeline fits as well. I’m sorry.”

			Stacy leaned into Gordon. “Thank you. Have you notified his family?”

			He nodded. “I called Henry Kirchner yesterday afternoon. I passed along your contact information. They’re shell-shocked, but they might be in touch. You’re his legal next of kin, so all the arrangements will have to go through you.”

			“Has Maggie been told about my mother?” she asked.

			Hathaway’s mouth tightened. “She has. She’s in the hospital. Late last night, she started having chest pain, and they admitted her for observation. If she recovers—and her doctor seems to think she will—she’s facing multiple life sentences for helping the sex trafficking ring.”

			“Someone said she was the bookkeeper?” Gordon asked. “Garrett, I think.”

			Garrett, who had decided to stay for a bit in case he was needed, nodded. “There was a lot of evidence. They were still pulling it out of the house at ten o’clock Sunday night.”

			It was hard to take in, that Maggie had been so guilty. “What about Broady? Glenn, I mean. Do we know anything more about what happened to him?” Stacy asked.

			“No, but we’re looking for him down in my neck of the woods,” Garrett said. “The Harlan County LEOs are hoping to have better luck than us. Steven tended to stick close to home, only coming out of the county when he had to, so whoever told him about what Pam did, we figure they have to be close. That means Glenn’s body might be as well.”

			“Are there any more vengeful Broadys we should worry about?” Gordon asked.

			“Not that I know of. I’ll find out for sure.” Garrett spun his mug around on the table. “From what I’ve heard, the rest of the family is made up of strung-out junkies. The two boys were the ones who ran things and took care of everyone else.”

			“What about my job?” Stacy asked.

			“You’re still on admin leave,” Wyatt told her. “The meeting with the review board is on Friday at one. If you want me to change that, I can.”

			She shook her head. “I don’t. I need to know how things are going to work out in that regard. That said, I might also need a little time off to deal with things.”

			He nodded. “I expected as much.”

			Without anyone to prosecute, the case was essentially closed as far as it pertained to Stacy’s involvement. “We never did find out why they killed Nolan Everly or who pulled the trigger, did we?”

			Hathaway shook his head. “I suspect it was Glenn Broady and that’s why Pam killed him. She didn’t like loose ends; we’re seeing that readily enough in what we’ve found so far. He was AWOL, which made him a hot commodity, and anyone who drew attention to the ring’s activities, they basically signed their own death warrant. In Georgia, they have something they call ‘malice murder.’ I wish Kentucky had it. It’s a crime at which I believe Pam Kirchner excelled. Killing just to kill, everyone’s a means to an end…”

			Stacy agreed, rubbing her arms against the chill bumps that had risen. “There was nothing human left in her. I saw that on Monday.”

			“What about the girl, Jordan? The pregnant one,” Gordon clarified.

			Laughing without humor, Hathaway sat back. “That girl… she’s a piece of work. We’re pretty sure she’s tied into the ring somehow, but we can’t prove it—yet.”

			He and Wyatt stayed for a little while longer, then left. As they departed, Wyatt stopped to shake hands with Garrett. “If you’re interested in a job, come see me before you leave. We’ll see what we can work out. I’d love to add you to the team.”

			Somewhat flustered, Garrett nodded. “I may do that.”

			After they were gone, Stacy looked at Gordon, who was watching his brother.

			“He’s determined to get a Gordon in the department, you know,” she told them. “Has been for months now.”

			Gordon captured her hand. “Well, we could give him two Gordons. Garrett and you.”

			She gave a quick shake of her head. “What?”

			“If you marry me, Wyatt will have a Gordon in the department. If we can get this guy to come on board, that’s two.”

			Garrett laughed, grinning at them. “I’ll give it a shot if you will,” he told Stacy, “but I can’t make any promises the sheriff and I can come to an agreement.”

			Stunned, she stared at him. “You wouldn’t object if I married Galen?”

			“Hell no. You make him happy. From what I’ve seen, he does the same for you. Life’s too short. You know?” He winked at her. “I’m going to go make some phone calls, check on Emma.”

			As he left, Stacy stared after him, then at Gordon. “My head is spinning.”

			“I know. Let’s go sit on the porch.”

			The day was sunny and warm, with a soft breeze blowing, and Stacy tried to relax and let go of the worry that had weighed her down so much the last few weeks. “It’s hard to believe it’s over. I love you, you know.”

			Gordon tightened his arm around her shoulders. “I know. I love you back. I really thought you were gone.”

			She leaned into him, closing her eyes. “I’m not. I’m right here. I am also, as it turns out, homeless.”

			He shook his head. “Never. You’ll always have a home with me. Besides, Chloe needs a mother. She’s getting ready to hit her teenage years, and I’m not going through that alone. This is serendipity.”

			Turning to face him, she studied his countenance. For all the teasing humor in his words, his eyes were serious. “You really want to marry me, don’t you?”

			One corner of his mouth lifted. “I really do.”

			Ducking her head, she laughed, hardly believing what she was considering proposing to the man. “You know, we could pull a Beth and Ethan. Garrett’s here. Sandra’s here. We could take them to the courthouse with us, see if we could beg a favor from the clerk.”

			Gordon froze. “Don’t tease me like that.”

			“I’m not teasing. I’m perfectly serious.”

			He touched her face. “You don’t want a big wedding?”

			She snorted. “No. We’ve been through enough of a circus lately.”

			“Why? Why now?”

			Blinking back tears, she searched for the words. “Because I really thought you were gone, and I don’t think I can bear to be apart from you anymore.”

			Gordon searched her eyes for one minute, two, then he was kissing her.

			Stacy let him, relishing in the embrace. With Gordon, she was finally comfortable letting a man take the lead in a kiss, which was certainly what he did. By the time he lifted his mouth from hers, they were both breathing hard.

			“Are you sure?” he rasped.

			“More sure than anything I’ve ever felt in my life.”

			He swallowed hard. “Then let’s do it. Let’s get married.”

			Smiling, Stacy laughed. “Okay.”

			Looking at him, she couldn’t believe he was real. She knew he was, but at the same time, she felt as though she was dreaming.

			“I never could have imagined this, feeling like this—loving and being loved. And that we came so close to losing each other… it devastates me.”

			“I’m not going anywhere,” he whispered, pulling her close. “We have a home to find, babies to make, a family to raise. I know it’s true because I saw it in a dream.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			Over the next few weeks, things slowly returned to normal. Garrett stayed long enough after the impromptu wedding to make sure they were truly on the road to recovery. He also had a couple of meetings with Wyatt, and Gordon and Stacy were hoping that would turn into a job offer. As rocky as their first meeting had been, Stacy had grown fond of Garrett, and she was sorry to see him leave Thursday.

			The meeting on Friday with the review board went smoothly, much more so than either she or Wyatt had been expecting. In just over an hour, she’d been provisionally reinstated. The board wanted her to take a couple of weeks off to give her time to meet with a counselor for an evaluation, and Stacy was happy to comply.

			Where she and Gordon were going to live permanently came up almost before she had time to blink.

			“I don’t think I can go back to that land and rebuild there,” she told Gordon. “And as nice as the condo is…”

			“Yeah, I’m not fond of the idea of returning there myself. Why don’t we start looking for something? Find a place that’s ours.”

			“I think that sounds nice.”

			With that goal in mind, she called Sammy Bolen, one of Leroy’s best real estate agents.

			On their second day of looking, she was getting discouraged. They were in Sammy’s SUV, going to look at one last house. Though they’d seen some nice places, none of the houses had spoken to them. As they started down the hill that led into downtown, they passed a for-sale sign. Sammy surprised Stacy by pulling into the next driveway and turning around.

			“Humor me,” she said as she pulled into the drive, carefully guiding the SUV between the somewhat-dilapidated lion statues guarding the entrance.

			“Oh, this is too much,” Stacy said as they pulled up to the large stone house. Situated on a bluff overlooking the town and the river, the stately old two-story home was well beyond their price range. It had to be.

			“Humor me,” Sammy repeated. “Come on.”

			Stacy didn’t even want to get out of the vehicle, but when Gordon held open her door, she didn’t have much choice. “I’m going to fall in love with this house. We don’t even need to go inside. It’s way more money than we agreed on.”

			Sammy overheard the remark and smiled. “It is out of your price range on paper, but it’s also been sitting empty for over a year. The owner is desperate to sell. Let’s go in. Once you’ve seen it, I’ll give the listing agent a call about the price. The house sits on just under an acre. The yard’s fenced in, and there are views of the river from almost every room. It needs work, but the bones are good.”

			Stacy realized she was clenching Gordon’s hand much too tightly, and she forced herself to let go. Inside, a wide hall divided the house from front to back, and a grand staircase rose to the second floor. Plenty of light poured in through the windows.

			“The last owner put carpet down, but there are solid hardwood floors under all of it,” Sammy told them. “It’s had a few updates, but it’s going to need some TLC. Windows, paint, new kitchen, that sort of thing.”

			Stacy didn’t say much as they toured the house. As she’d feared, she wanted it with an almost physical longing. It was a good, solid house with elegant lines and strong bones, and it would be the perfect place to raise a family. She didn’t even want to see the upstairs, but when Gordon and Sammy went up without her, she followed grudgingly.

			“There’s no point to this. There’s no way the owner will come down to where we need them to,” she told Sammy as they stood in the master bedroom. Its tall ceilings, tall windows, and door that opened onto an honest-to-goodness balcony that wrapped around the back side of the house were perfect.

			Gordon went across the hall to one of the smaller bedrooms, and when they joined him, he was startlingly pale.

			“What’s wrong?” Stacy asked.

			Shaking his head, he moved farther into the room.

			“Galen? You’re scaring me.”

			“I’m sorry,” he rasped. “I’m okay. I need a minute.”

			“I’ll give you two some space.” Sammy withdrew quietly. “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.”

			As soon as Stacy heard her heels hit the staircase, she hurried to Gordon. “Talk to me.”

			“You’ll think I’m nuts.” Color was returning to his face, and his expression was indescribable. “But this is the nursery from my dream.”

			Stacy blinked at him. “It’s the what?”

			He shook his head. “It’s the nursery. Dylan’s nursery. That’s where his crib was, and the rocking chair was here. It wasn’t this nasty pink though.” He ran a hand over the flamingo-pink plaster.

			“I don’t know what to say,” Stacy whispered. “Galen—”

			He faced her with glittering eyes. “Do you like this house?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“No buts. This is Dylan’s room. How would I know that?”

			“Galen, we can’t afford this house. It has to be almost a hundred thousand over our budget, maybe more.”

			“I know that.” He laughed. “Wherever Mallory is, she must be laughing herself silly at me right now.”

			“Because you’re in the position she was once upon a time?”

			“Something like that. How can I walk away from this house when this is our baby’s nursery?”

			She wrapped her arms around him. “Our baby who doesn’t even exist, whom you met in a dream.”

			“Who might never exist is what you’re saying,” he said against her hair. “I know that. You’re right. I’m being silly.” He pulled back and kissed her.

			“We’ll still have children even if we don’t have them here.” Even though she believed that, part of her was sad at the thought of not turning this house into their home. “Selling price aside, this place is going to need a huge chunk of money dumped into it. As much as I’d love to live here, I don’t see how we could make it work, financially speaking. Not without dipping into the trust.”

			“I know.”

			“Now you see why I didn’t want to get out of the car?”

			He nodded. “Yeah. Let’s go find Sammy.”

			In the kitchen, Sammy was finishing up a phone call. “No. I’ll let them know. Thanks, Mark.” She ended the call, frowning at her phone. “That was interesting. What do you think about the house?”

			Gordon gave her a tense smile. “It’s nice, but it’s not for us.”

			“What if it was less expensive? Would it be for you then?”

			Stacy sighed. “Sammy, it’s so far over our budget now they’d have to cut the price in half. That’s not going to happen.”

			“If it did?”

			Her tone alerted Stacy, and she narrowed her gaze. “What do you know?”

			“What I can tell you is this—the couple who own the house are in the middle of a very contentious, very long and drawn-out divorce. They have been for over two years. The judge is tired of arguing with them over this house, and they’ve been ordered to get rid of it pronto. If you want this house—and I know you do—make an offer. Any offer you’re comfortable with. This house won’t be on the market another week. The agent who has it listed is getting ready to update the MLS. He wouldn’t tell me what the price is going to be, but half the current price would be my guess. If that’s the case, they’ll have several offers as soon as the update goes out.”

			Stacy was afraid to look at Gordon and almost afraid to breathe. “You’re serious?”

			Sammy nodded once. “Very.”

			“Then I think we need to write an offer.”

			Gordon nodded. “If it helps, we can pay cash.” When Stacy looked at him, he shrugged. “We can pay the trust back just like a regular bank. I don’t want to lose this house.”

			“If it means that much to you, then whatever we have to do to get it. Even if they won’t budge on price.” When relief washed over his face, she realized that he’d been trying to keep from stomping all over her the way Mallory had done with him despite how much he obviously wanted the house. “You stubborn, lovely man. Let’s buy it.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Yes, I am. You should have told me it meant that much to you.”

			“I didn’t want to pressure you.”

			In response, Stacy clasped his hand tightly. “What do we need to do, Sammy? We need this house, no room for wiggling.”

			Sammy smiled. “Let’s head back to the office and write the offer. I’ll call Mark back and let him know to expect it within the hour.”

			So they did.
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			Though he tried to hide it, Gordon was on pins and needles as they waited for the response to their offer. He didn’t think Stacy was fooled one bit, and her words confirmed it.

			“It’s a good offer. There’s no reason in the world they won’t take it,” she assured him as they sat on the couch in the Hudsons’ guesthouse, flipping through TV channels.

			“I still feel guilty. We went over budget. It was important to both of us that we start out on equal footing.”

			She eased down into his lap, pushing Chloe aside. “I know. So what we’ll do is finance the remodeling instead of the cost of the house. Believe me, that’s going to be a chunk of change—updating the wiring, insulation, plumbing, doors, windows, et cetera. And it isn’t like I don’t want the house too. I think we should consider ourselves incredibly lucky that we were able to write that offer and not worry about the numbers behind it.”

			Sammy’s call telling them their offer had been accepted came late the next morning. They were in the library, and Gordon let out a whoop so loud he thought they were going to be kicked out. As he lifted Stacy off her feet and swung her in a tight circle, he grinned at a laughing Stella Moore.

			“We just bought a house.”

			Later that night, with Stacy snuggled in his arms, Gordon thought back over all the heartache, all the pain of losing Mallory and the baby, and all the months of indecision after he’d lost his job. Without having gone through all that loss, he didn’t know if he would have so appreciated what he had gained. When Stacy rolled over and looked up at him sleepily, he kissed her.

			“You look like you’re doing some heavy thinking,” she murmured.

			“No, just counting my blessings. I love you, you know.”

			She smiled. “I know. I love you back.”

			As he drifted off to sleep, his thoughts echoed Stacy’s words from before. “I could do a lot worse than loving you and being loved by you,” he whispered, “but I don’t think I could do any better.”

			Far overhead, the stars smiled down, and one in particular gave an extra twinkle as though in agreement.
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			Keep reading for a sneak peek
 at Proof of Deception, the next book in the Olman County series, available now.
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			When you don’t know the truth about who you really are, it’s hard to tell your friends from your enemies…

			 

			Carrie’s uncle Ron has been her family since her parents were killed. But when he returns from vacation, he acts like she’s public enemy number one, and he won’t tell her what’s wrong.

			Worse, her rock-solid friendship with Robbie is changing. All of a sudden, he’s looking at her less like a friend and more like a lover. She doesn’t trust the shift in their relationship, no matter how much she secretly wants them to be more.

			When she finds her uncle dead in his driveway, she’s convinced it’s a tragic accident. But then it’s determined that Ron was murdered. And the only person with an obvious motive… is Carrie.

			In the middle of her grief, she finds herself battling to clear her name and hold on to her identity. Everything Carrie thought she knew about herself and her family turns out to be a lie. At the same time, she’s having to navigate a minefield of uncertainty with regards to Robbie and their relationship.

			As the investigation unfolds, it brings more questions than answers. Ron turns out to be a man with an entire closet full of skeletons that he went to extraordinary lengths to protect. Is the person who killed him willing to kill again now that Carrie knows the truth? 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The tastefully appointed den was quiet except for the sound of the antique clock ticking on the mantel and the occasional popping of the logs that burned sedately in the fireplace. The room’s occupants were holding an entire conversation with their eyes, as the woman seated behind the ornate mahogany desk turned an envelope corner to corner to corner. The socially polite smile she usually wore was absent, a cold harshness in its place that would have surprised most who knew her.

			That harshness was no surprise to the man seated in the comfortable leather chair in front of the desk. Trey London shifted, moving so that he could set the cut-glass tumbler he held on a coaster on the table beside him.

			“How do you want to handle this?” he finally asked. His voice was quiet, even though they were alone in the big house and being overheard wasn’t a concern. Most things he did, he did quietly. People found his calm demeanor reassuring for the most part, with only a handful seeing that predatory watchfulness for what it truly was—ice cold psychopathy.

			She sat forward, stunningly elegant even though she was attired in a simple blouse and skirt. Her fingers ran across the top of the envelope where she’d slit it with the pearl-handled letter opener earlier that day. “The same way we handled all Hatcher’s other little… indiscretions. Quickly and without blinking. Making those go away was fairly simple, and I see no reason this has to be different. You’ll take care of it?”

			He nodded. “Of course. You know this will have to be dealt with in a more severe fashion than the rest. We can’t pay him off or scare him off.”

			An arched eyebrow lifted as she gave a little shake of her head. “I’m aware. And I don’t care. He’s not worth my concern. Do you have a problem doing it?”

			“You know I don’t. I’ve not spent the last fifteen years protecting your interests only to balk now. When?”

			“Soon. The sooner, the better.” She lifted her own glass and took a sip of the amber liquid it contained. In the firelight and the warm glow of the Tiffany lamp perched on the edge of her desk, he saw her lips lift into a tiny smile. “I worked too hard to get where I am to let someone traipse in and take it all from me with this kind of drivel. Hatcher and I never saw eye-to-eye about how these matters should be handled. Apparently, he’s been paying through the nose to keep this quiet. Well, this bitch doesn’t pay.”

			That was the God’s honest truth, he knew. Oh, she compensated him very well to act as clean-up man for whatever needed swept under the rug, but that was part of their understanding. He made problems go away; that was his job. And he was good at it. In the grand scheme of things, removing this newest problem wasn’t even the vilest act he’d ever performed to keep her safe. But it would be the first time he’d ever killed for her.

			“I’ll see that it’s done.” He stood and straightened his sweater before leaving.

			She stopped him as he reached the door.

			“If you could make it look like an accident, that would probably be best. And we’ll need to find out what he has written down or stashed away and make sure it disappears, as well. Because you know he’ll have something. They always do.”

			“Of course they do. I’ll take care of it. You know I will.”

			“Why else would I keep you around?” Her eyes dropped to his crotch, and he shut the door of the den back with a quiet snick.

			Watching her smile was like looking into the eyes of a shark, and despite the emptiness, he felt an odd sexual thrill run up his spine as she traced the edge of her glass with a blood-red fingernail.

			“Why else, indeed?” He went to her, knowing better than to wait for her to come to him while she was in this sort of mood, and stood at the corner of her desk as he waited for instructions. His arousal grew as she slowly unbuttoned her shirt and stood, only to kneel before him. Of all the perks of his job, he thought, closing his eyes as her mouth found its way to him and started working skillfully, this was his favorite. The thrill of the danger of knowing she could have him killed, or that he’d be imprisoned for the rest of his life if the crimes he had committed on her behalf came to light, just added to his pleasure.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The lights were on in her trailer. Carrie Greer eased her car to a stop several feet shy of where she usually parked, staring at her home in consternation. The lights shouldn’t be on. She triple-checked them every morning before she left for work. And she distinctly remembered turning them off this morning in particular, as she had stubbed her toe in the darkness on the way out the door.

			When she saw movement against the shades, her adrenaline kicked in and she pulled in a sharp breath. A glance at her uncle’s house a hundred yards away showed her that he appeared to be home, and there was a strange car parked in his driveway. She’d noticed it when she’d gotten out to get the mail, but used to him having occasional guests, she’d not paid much attention beyond noting its presence. Now, she felt a sickening premonition in her stomach.

			She reached for her purse and the handgun concealed within. Pulling it out, she leaned forward and tucked it into her belt at the small of her back. After a split-second’s hesitation, she grabbed her phone and dialed her uncle’s number. There was no answer, and the machine picked up after the fourth ring. She didn’t bother leaving a message, just disconnected and dialed again. This time, she called a number she knew would be answered.

			“Nine-one-one dispatch. What is your emergency?”

			“Lee, it’s Carrie. I just got home and someone’s in my house. I suspect it’s my uncle, but in case it isn’t, do you have someone out this way?”

			“Let me check.” Carrie’s coworker rattled off the address. “Is that correct?”

			“It is.”

			“You’re not planning to go in, are you?” Lee asked.

			“Of course I am. Probably. Maybe.”

			“Girl, you know better… Looks like Ethan’s pretty close. I’ll send him over. You stay in your car, you hear me?” She didn’t wait for Carrie’s answer but proceeded to use her radio to make contact with the county’s lead detective.

			Carrie saw her uncle walk past the door. “Lee, it is Ron. I just saw him. I’m still not sure what he’s doing in there, but I should be okay. You can call Ethan off.”

			Lee hesitated. “Are you sure?”

			“Yeah. There’s no point in wasting county resources. I’ll be fine.” Carrie wished she believed that. Given the way things had deteriorated between her and Ron lately, she wasn’t sure that was true. Oh, she didn’t think he would harm her, but he’d been emotionally hitting at her hard since he’d returned from Florida a few weeks ago.

			“Okay. Holler if you need us.”

			“I will.”

			Hanging up, she tucked the phone into her coat pocket. Leaving the gun where it was, got out of the warm car and headed inside. To her shock, her uncle was showing two strangers through her living room.

			“Do you mind telling me what the hell you’re doing in my house?” Carrie asked as she stepped into the living room.

			The strangers looked at each other, then her uncle, uneasily. “We came to look at the place to see if we wanted to rent it,” the man answered. “Is that a problem?”

			“Yes, it’s a big problem. I still have a month on my lease, and you do not have my permission to be here. Get out.” She stood by the door, holding it open, fury radiating off of her in waves.

			“I own the damned place, and I can show it any damned time I want to,” her uncle growled. A look that she’d only ever seen directed toward her in recent weeks came across his face. “Little girl, I could put you out tomorrow if I wanted to. You’d do well to remember that.”

			Carrie raised her chin as the couple scurried past her, rushing to get away from the contentious argument. “No, you could not. I have a lease. And I had my attorney look it over. You have to notify me in writing prior to showing anyone the property. If you have any doubts about that, Chase Hudson will be glad to educate you.”

			She was shaking so hard she was afraid she was going to fall down, and if her knees weren’t locked, she knew she’d be on the floor. In all the time she’d known Ron, she’d never dared talk to him the way she was doing now. She’d always respected him too much. But finding him showing strangers through her home, coupled with the stress of how their relationship had fractured, pushed her over the edge.

			“Don’t you threaten me, missy. I enforced the law years before you were born. I know my damned rights. I want you out of here.” His voice was a hiss as he stopped beside her. “You’ve leeched off of my goodwill long enough.”

			The words stung like a hard slap. When Ethan Moore spoke from the porch, she jumped. Carrie had been so focused on maintaining her cool that she hadn’t heard him drive in.

			“Ron, why don’t you and I take a walk?” Ethan suggested. Neither Carrie nor her uncle missed the way he’d widened his stance as though expecting trouble.

			“I’ve said my piece. The girl is well aware of how I feel. I don’t need some half-drunk spic trying to ‘advise’ me how to run my damned life. Get out of my way.”

			Ethan’s face went from blank to stone-cold in an instant, but he stood back and let Ron pass. Neither he nor Carrie spoke as they watched him stomp across the old pasture that comprised Carrie’s front yard.

			“I’m so sorry,” she told Ethan in a low voice. Her cheeks were burning so hotly with humiliation, she couldn’t understand how she was still standing. “Ethan, I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with him.”

			The detective shrugged. “Not the first time I’ve heard it, not from him, even. I’m fine. Are you all right?”

			Carrie sighed and stood back so he could come in. The late-February air was colder than usual, marking the front that was sweeping down from Canada, the promise of snow and ice on its back. “It’s been an interesting few weeks. I’m sorry you had to get involved in this.”

			Ethan looked around the living room, one dark eyebrow going up as he took in the stacks of boxes. “Where are you going?”

			This time her shame was more personal. “I don’t know. I’ve been looking ever since he told me he wouldn’t be renewing the lease, but I can’t find anything. At least nothing I can afford now that I’ve started school again. That’s more than you probably wanted to know.” She stopped herself from apologizing to him again, just.

			“Why in the world didn’t you say something? How are we supposed to help you if you don’t let us know you need help?” He put his hands on his hips and waited for an answer.

			Carrie shook her head. “It was embarrassing. I didn’t want the whole department to know he was kicking me out.” She worked as a dispatcher for the county, a job she’d held for three years now.

			“Carrie…” He sighed. “God save me from stubborn women. Have you told Joely or Robbie about this?”

			Joely Hudson was Ethan’s sister-in-law, and Robbie Bailey had been a sheriff’s deputy until December, when he’d quit to go back to school. The three of them had grown up together, and Robbie and Joely were her best friends in the world.

			“I didn’t want to worry them.” Or worse, to have them feel like she was mooching off of them. She knew without asking that either or both of them would step up and find her a place to live if it meant making sacrifices themselves. She didn’t want to take their charity or place them in a position where they felt like they had to give it. If she didn’t find something soon, though, she’d have to give in and ask.

			Ethan was shaking his head. “How long have you known them now?”

			Carrie cleared her throat. “Eleven years, give or take.”

			“And how upset do you think they’re going to be when they find out about this?” he asked, his voice not unkind.

			“Pretty darned.”

			“That’s an understatement. They’re your friends. We all are. You wouldn’t hesitate to step in if one of us needed something. Let us help you.”

			She felt the sting of tears and bit the inside of her lip to try to hold them at bay. After a minute, she felt she could speak without getting too choked up. “What do you suggest?”

			“I’ll talk to Beth. She knows everybody. And you should at least let Joely know what’s going on. I’m guessing you could probably use a friend right now. Between the two of them, they’ll have you someplace inside a week. I would almost guarantee it.” He scratched his jaw, looking toward her uncle’s house even though the closed door blocked it from view. “How long has Ron been harassing you like that?”

			“Since he came back from Florida in early January. It wasn’t so bad at first, but then three weeks ago he told me I was out. And he’s gotten worse since then. I hate to go through the trouble of changing locks on the doors, but he had people in here looking at the place. God knows how many times that’s happened and I didn’t know about it. Anyone could have been in here and I’d never have realized he was doing it.” The idea made her skin crawl.

			She could tell Ethan was unhappy with her answer. “You know he’s probably doing it to spur you along. No offense, but I never have liked Ron. He was a piece of work when he wore a badge, and he doesn’t seem to have mellowed any.”

			Carrie’s smile was rueful. “I’ve heard stories. But you know, he never was like that with me. Not until he came home. Something happened in Florida. It had to have.”

			“Any idea what?”

			“No. I’ve even considered whether he may have had some kind of stroke or something. But other than the fact that he suddenly seems to loathe my very existence, he’s acting perfectly normal.” She blew out a breath. “I don’t know, and I’m not even sure it matters any more.”

			Ethan’s phone rang and he pulled it off his belt, then smiled. “Excuse me a second. Hey, honey.”

			As soon as she’d seen the smile, Carrie had known who the caller was. Everyone who knew Ethan was aware that only one of three people could get that instant, pleased response—his wife or his twin sons. She stepped into the kitchen to fill the coffeepot while he talked.

			“So do you know of anyplace around here that’s available to rent?” he asked, following her. “Carrie needs something.” He listened to Beth’s response. “Yeah, I’m here now at her place. I’ll ask. What price range are you looking at?”

			“Less than five hundred a month would be ideal,” she confessed reluctantly.

			He nodded and relayed the amount. “No,” he told Beth, then asked Carrie, “You don’t have any pets, right?”

			“No pets. Just me.”

			“Just her. What are you thinking?” he asked Beth, then smiled. “Yeah, I figured as much. Okay. I’ll tell her. See you soon. Love you.”

			Carrie melted a little. The man was a complete teddy bear when it came to his family.

			“She’s going to check into a couple of things and get back to you tomorrow,” he said as he put his phone back in its case. “Do you need anything else? Anything at all?”

			“No, I really am fine. Thank you for coming out here. You didn’t have to,” she told him as she walked him to the door.

			“Lee said you sounded distressed. Given that I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve heard you distressed in the last three years, I couldn’t ignore that. Listen, if you need anything, call. Don’t be so stubborn. Okay?”

			“Okay.” She knew she wouldn’t be imposing on any of them unless it was an absolute emergency, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. The man needed to get home to his family, and if he stood here arguing with her all night about how stubborn she was, it wouldn’t benefit anyone.

			After he left, she went back out to her car and got the rest of her stuff. She had two tests to study for but she was so disturbed by what had happened, she knew she wouldn’t be able concentrate. She fixed some ramen noodles, which she actually liked, and while they were steeping, headed into the bedroom to change into her warm fleece pajamas.

			“I guess I could pack some more stuff up,” she said as she came back down the hall to the living room. But her heart wasn’t in that, either. Knowing Beth Hudson Moore, she’d be interrogating Ethan as soon as she had a chance about why Carrie needed a new place to live. And given how close Beth and Joely were, Carrie knew she’d better preempt the firestorm that would flare up if Beth broke the news to Joely first. Joely knew she’d been worried about Ron, but not how bad things had gotten.

			Later, she’d sit down with her journal and try to work things out on paper. Journaling was a habit she’d picked up after watching her mother do it for years, and it was a link to her parents Carrie had held on to tightly after she’d lost them. Over the years, she’d poured out her heart, her dreams, and her disappointments in her journals, telling the paper things she couldn’t even share with Joely.

			She grabbed her noodles and some coffee, then sat down on the couch and ate while her laptop booted. “Sure as hell it’s been a Monday. Might as well get this over with, I suppose.” She knew part of the reason she’d hesitated was because if she told Joely she’d been kicked out, she’d have to face the fact that her uncle didn’t want her in his life anymore.

			Since she was twelve years old, Carrie had lived with Ron. She’d moved into the trailer, renting it when she was twenty for some independence, but they’d still been close. Or at least she’d thought they had. He’d been her rock for so long, she was having a hard time accepting that he could so harshly and quickly cut her out of his life. She didn’t want to believe it but she had no choice. He’d left her with none.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“He’s what?” Robbie Bailey’s voice rose with the question to a volume that got him a dirty look from the coed seated at a nearby table. He scowled back at her, not concerned in the least with her offended sensibilities. He was more concerned with what Joely Hudson had just told him.

			Even with the fuzzy image quality of their video call, he could see her nodding and crossing her arms. “He’s throwing her out,” she repeated, her voice sounding tinny in the earbuds he wore. Thanks to an Internet outage at the tiny efficiency apartment he was renting off campus, he was stuck in one of the twenty-four hour Internet cafes. Since Joely was in India, he couldn’t simply call her on the phone.

			Robbie cursed under his breath. “Why the hell didn’t she tell me?” As soon as he asked, he knew the answer. It all came back to what had happened last fall. “Damn it. How upset is she?”

			“Guess.”

			He rubbed his eyes. “What can I do?”

			“You could get on your white horse and ride to her rescue,” Joely suggested. She propped her chin on her hand and sent him a soft, encouraging smile. “Seriously, someone needs to.”

			“I hung up the badge, kid. You know that.”

			“Uh-huh. But you didn’t hang up the protector. You can’t do that any more than I can hang up the creativity or Carrie can get rid of the nurturer. When can you get down there to check on her?”

			He was in school at Bloomington, a couple of hours northwest of Olman County, which was where Carrie lived and where they’d all grown up. “I have a couple of morning classes tomorrow, then a test late tomorrow afternoon. Three classes spread out day after tomorrow… It’s going to be at least Friday before I can head home.” Today was Tuesday. His gut was screaming at him that Friday wasn’t soon enough. “Do you think she’s in any danger? What did Ethan say? If I have to blow off classes, I will, and without hesitation.”

			“He said her uncle needs the snot beat out of him, and if Ron weren’t an older man, Ethan would be happy to oblige. And he doesn’t think she’s in any immediate danger, but he didn’t like the way things played out. The sooner we get her out of there, the better.” She yawned. “I know she could stay in the guesthouse at Mom and Dad’s, but I didn’t want to bring that up unless it turns out to be a last resort. You know I’ll do it if I have to, but...”

			“You’d prefer not to have to.”

			“Exactly.”

			Joely’s relationship with her parents was a bit strained, had been since she was a teenager. As much as she loved them and they loved her, they seemed to do better when they weren’t living in each other’s pockets. Especially her mother.

			“So what do you suggest?” he asked.

			“Call her. You’ve been talking about getting a roommate at the house. Sounds like divine intervention to me.”

			When he hesitated, she cocked her head. He could feel the weight of her stare, and shifted in his chair self-consciously. “What?”

			“Why aren’t you jumping all over this idea? It would be the perfect solution for you both.”

			Robbie shrugged. “We… it’s complicated.”

			“Robbie Bailey, start talking.”

			Oh, he didn’t want to. He really didn’t. But unless he came up with an excuse fast, he would have to tell her the truth. Hell, maybe he should tell her. Joely was usually good at giving advice. With a groan, he glanced around the cafe to make sure no one was near enough to hear him. The snooty coed had left, and the corner he was in was secluded. He leaned closer to the mic on the computer.

			“At Thanksgiving, after we got back from your folks’ place… I had a little too much to drink, and well, I kissed Carrie.”

			He watched as Joely’s hands went to her mouth, but that did nothing to muffle her excited squeals. “No! You dirty dog! And you’re just now telling me?” She leaned forward. “And?”

			“And what? We kissed. She hasn’t told you?” He didn’t know what that meant.

			“What do you think? No, she hasn’t told me.” She brushed back her hair, which had gotten longer than he’d ever seen her wear it. “Was it just a kiss?”

			Robbie’s cheeks heated, and he silently cursed his tendency to flush. The joys of being a blond. “For the most part. She was um, putting me to bed.”

			“How much had you had to drink?”

			He rubbed his forehead. “I was plastered.”

			Joely didn’t chastise him. Instead, she shot him a look of sympathy. “I’m sorry.”

			“It is what it is.” His mother had succumbed to the long-term effects of a brain injury in early November. Over the course of three days, she’d suffered a series of strokes, each worse than the last. Within a few hours after the worst stroke, she’d been gone. As she’d raised him alone for the most part, and he was an only child, the two of them were close. Needless to say, losing her had been hard even though it hadn’t been unexpected. That first holiday without her had devastated him.

			Joely cleared her throat. “Not to ask an insensitive question, but if you were that drunk, are you sure the kiss even happened?”

			“Oh, yeah. She’s been awkward around me ever since. And I might have copped a feel or two.” He was terribly embarrassed by the behavior, especially considering that Carrie was such a close friend.

			Joely was shaking her head slowly. “Robbie… You haven’t asked her about it?”

			He looked down. “Only to ask her if we were okay, and to make sure I didn’t do anything too egregious.” No way in hell was he going to tell Joely his biggest regret was that the kiss hadn’t happened when he was sober. Even though he knew she had long wanted to see him and Carrie make a serious go at a romantic relationship, Robbie had always been afraid it would destroy their friendship.

			“Well, for crying out loud, call her. Don’t wait until tomorrow, and don’t let your stupid pride get in the way of helping her. Call her tonight and make the offer. Assuming you’re okay with the idea.”

			“Of course I’m okay with the idea. We’re adults. And like you said, it would solve a lot of problems.” When Joely yawned again, he smiled. “Go get some rest. Have you even been to sleep yet?”

			“I will have you know that I got three whole hours of sleep before Beth and Ethan called me, so I’m up for the day. At least until this afternoon, when I may take a nap. Let me know how it goes?” Joely was a self-employed graphic artist who mainly created book covers for self-published authors. It was a career she’d fallen into out of blind luck, one that was perfectly suited to her talents, and one that had turned surprisingly lucrative.

			“Of course. Have a good day. Thanks for letting me know about this.”

			“You know you’re welcome. Try to have a good night. And good luck on the test.”

			He signed off with her, then quickly checked his e-mail one last time before packing up to head back to his apartment. He could call Joely from a public place without any concerns, but Carrie? No, that was a call he would have to make in private.
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