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Dedication
 
To Scott, you're the best husband any woman could ask for!
 
To my biggest fan (you know who you are)!
 
And special thanks for the generous help from the “smartest and best-looking SLED agent” ever!

Chapter 1
Beginnings
 
It was nine a.m. when Jon Cavanagh pulled into the driveway belonging to Blythe Alexander, the blonde goddess his current boss was set to marry as soon as he pulled his head out of his ass. Jon's silver mini-van with kids’ stickers stuck to the interior back windows made a rattling sound as he put the engine into park. He got out in front of The Alexander Inn, the bed and breakfast Blythe had created from the ground up out of an old Victorian willed to her by her grandmother. 
She stood waiting for him on the front porch, looking small and frightened. He took her overnight bag from her and winced as he opened the van's passenger side door. Having just dropped his boys off at preschool, the van's floor looked like a bomb of fish crackers and plastic army men had gone off, decimating a herd of miniature plastic dinosaur figurines in its wake. The van needed a good cleaning, but between shifts as a Fredericksburg County deputy sheriff, teaching night classes at the local university, and caring for his sons, he'd never get the time.
As he walked around the front of the van, Jon tucked the loose corner of his navy blue plaid button-down into the waistband of his blue jeans. Squinting at the brilliant spring morning sun, he tapped the sunglasses sitting atop his closely cropped military-style haircut down over his light brown eyes.
Blythe, in the front passenger seat, buckled her seatbelt as he slid behind the wheel. She looked around, probably trying to guess how his life had ended up this way. He wasn't a religious man, but God knew he sometimes did too. 
“My wife left me for a younger guy, her personal trainer,” he said, pointing the van out of town. “I should've guessed there was something going on when she wanted to work out every day.” He laughed, a harsh sound. “It was my fault. I should've paid her more attention.”
“She deserves half of whatever blame there is to go around,” Blythe said.
“You're right.” He fell silent. The year since she'd been gone had given him a lot of time to think about what went wrong. The only conclusion, albeit an irrational one, that he'd been able to draw was that it had all been shit between them. His sons were the only good things to come of their six-year marriage.
They drove in silence, Jon, alone with his thoughts, Blythe, alone with whatever nerves she felt at confronting the sheriff. The property a few miles out of town was the place Sheriff Alec Harmon had gone to hideaway. Blythe didn't know how to get there, but Jon had been there several times before in the past to help Alec with tree clearing, frame building, or just to fish. The man who owned it could scare the pants off a bear without even trying, so she was brave to do what she was doing. He wouldn't want to be in her shoes.
“We should be there any second now,” he said. 
Jon slowed the van as they neared a small clearing in the trees. They were surrounded on either side of the two-lane highway by dense woods. Jon hummed a tune that had gotten stuck in his head early that morning, happy to spend his day off helping his boss, even if his boss didn't know it yet.
There didn't seem to be anything or anyone living this far away from civilization, but as they slowed almost to a stop and made a sharp right turn into a steep driveway, the shell of a house appeared at the top of the mountain. Nearly hidden by the dense growth of trees, the place was not much to look at now, but in the hands of Alec Harmon, the place would be stunning one day. 
Jon's van had no trouble making it up the gravely slope to a clearing where in the distance smoke curled up from among the trees letting them know Alec was there. 
“There's his truck,” Jon said, bringing the van to a complete stop just before the driveway made another sharp turn to the right and disappeared. 
“You can drop me here,” she said. “I'd rather face him alone.” 
“Now wait just a minute. I brought you up here, but I'm not just going to drop you off in the middle of nowhere before I know for sure Alec knows you're here. Call me a chauvinist, but you never split up the troops.”
“Thank you.” She smiled at him. “And for the record, I think your wife must've been crazy to leave you.”
“You're welcome.” He smiled back, showing off a perfect set of teeth. “And I agree.”
Jon compromised with Blythe, agreeing to wait for her there with her overnight bag, and if she did not return in twenty minutes, he would come looking for her.
After she shut her door, he watched in the rearview mirror her small figure disappear into the growth. Reclining his chair, he took a deep breath, trying not to think about his wife, not ex, even though that's how he referred to her. Based on mutual disinterest, neither of them had found it necessary to file for divorce even though now he had abandonment as grounds for divorce. He took a deep breath and reached into his back pocket, fished out his wallet, and opened it. 
Melissa was beautiful, was being the operative word. 
He shut it, unable to look at her without getting angry. Except for the handful of times in the past year she'd deigned to visit her sons, he hadn't spoken to her. For all he knew, she could be dead right now, and he'd have no way of knowing. She and her boyfriend could rot in hell together.
While Jon reminisced, Alec Harmon had sprung from the forest like a large bear looming in his rearview mirror, heading for his van. Just bringing Blythe up here to him had been dangerous enough, but telling the man to his face that he was an idiot for shutting her out of his life was another thing entirely. Jon took a deep breath to steady his nerves and got out of the van. He wasn't going to say anything to Harmon that a friend who cared shouldn't.
The sheriff flung open the van's side door without a word.
“Excuse me.” Jon cleared his throat. He stood beside his van now and stared across the roof at the man who looked ready to kill him. 
Jon shifted his nervous gaze to Blythe. “I told you I'd come looking for you if you didn't come back.”
Harmon's pinpoint stare narrowed on him, and Jon decided it was best for Harmon to have his way.
“Her stuff is in here.” Jon reached inside the van and removed her things. Then to his friend said, “Sorry, buddy, I had to do it. She really wanted to see you.”
Harmon grunted. “If you don't mind, I'll take things from here.”
“Whatever you say,” Jon smiled to himself, noticing for the first time that Harmon had finally gotten that haircut he'd been putting off. Harmon's buzz cut was as short as his own. Harmon looked just the same as he did in pictures from his military days: young, tough, and determined. 
Harmon took Blythe’s overnight bag and purse, turned from Jon and without another word to him, walked away, the pair of them speaking in hushed tones.
“You're welcome,” Jon mumbled to himself as he watched the couple disappear up the path, looking like a pair of teenagers enthralled with one another, the rest of the world not existing. 
His work done (at least Harmon would be happy), he thought about what was ahead for him as he pointed the van towards the road. A truck pulled onto the road in front of him, having just left the adjacent property adjacent to Harmon’s. The unmarked truck was leaving with three yellow barrels in its bed.
Instead of turning left to go back to Fredericksburg, he took a right out of the property towards Greenville, the opposite direction he'd come. What he hadn't told Alec Harmon (not that he'd notice anyhow) or anyone for that matter was that he would be turning in a new job application that morning. One of his former students and now the head of the Criminal Investigations Department for the Upstate-Piedmont Region of the South Carolina Law Enforcement Division, SLED, had recommended him for a position.

Chapter 2
Endings
Two Months Later
 
Tucking loose tendrils of long gray hair behind her ears, she squatted, placing a smooth rock at each of the four corners of the earth surrounding her: north, south, east, and west. Kneeling down in the center of her twenty-acre property, holding her cross tightly in her fist, she chanted her prayer. “Mother-Father God, guardians of the north, south, east, and west, be here now. Protect me well from the Evil One's ways. Cast out his demons encircling the earth, and allow your angels rein. Speed my spell.”
Unaware that she was observed by a man hiding in the thick woods, she lifted the lid of the mahogany box. She'd kept it hidden these past three years since her grandson’s birth without anyone knowing she had it. Now, someone knew, and she was forced to bury it to protect her own life. By ridding herself of the money, the magical attacks would finally cease. When their channel was destroyed, she could finally rest. On her knees, she dug, dirt finding its way under her nails and into the cracks of her aging fingers, even her yellow cotton dress turning brown with the effort. When she finished, she straightened, pressing her cross to her chest, and repeated her prayer three more times. She remained that way, her fingers stinging, her back complaining. If her Lord could suffer, so could she. She would not let the Devil have his way.
 
 
~
Jon stood up from the conference table at SLED Headquarters in Columbia, straightening his gray suit jacket, then extending a hand to Fred Coniff, Captain of Special Operations, the man in charge of hiring SLED officers. “Thank you for the chance to interview for the position, sir.”
“Just between the two of us,” the older man said, leaning closer to Jon so that the other SLED officers filing out of the room would not overhear, “today was largely ceremonial, just a chance for the rest of the captains to meet you. The job's yours. I wouldn't even consider another candidate at this point. We're only interested in men and women who've proven themselves capable of working well with others. But most importantly, you know when to ask for help. Your track record proves that. That's key to us here since our primary mission is assisting law enforcement agencies. We've got to keep up good relations with fire and police departments. I've no doubt that you're the man to help us do just that.”
“Thank you, sir.” Jon finally relaxed his shoulders, feeling the incredible weight he'd carried for the past two months suddenly lift.
“Don't thank me. If you want to thank anybody, thank your sheriff. He gave you a glowing recommendation. You know Harmon and I go back a few years, served overseas together, and I don't know that I've ever heard him speak so highly of anyone.”
Jon didn't know what to say. He looked down at his new pair of Bruno Magli loafers that had cost him nearly a week's worth of deputy's pay but had been worth it, his good luck charm. And he'd needed it. Over the past several weeks, he felt like he'd been through the wringer. Between the application, the interviews, the tests, physical and mental, there was nothing left of his life to tell, no secrets not yet revealed. SLED had even called a few of his mother's old neighbors from Fountain Inn, where he'd grown up.
“Next thing for you to do,” Captain Coniff said, “is to get a good night's sleep. Monday morning, you hit the ground running. You'll have your assisting officer with you for the next two months, but after that, we cut you loose and watch you fly.”
 
 
~
Stepping outside of the Broad River Road building into the summer heat, Jon squinted at the display on his ringing phone. 
“Hello, beautiful,” he said, smiling as he answered it.
The feminine voice on the other end of the line was that of one of Jon's students, a brilliant younger mind with a body to match and more mature than most twenty-five-year-olds. Tary Phillips was a police officer, which in Jon's book made her all the hotter, in Fountain Inn, his former stomping ground.
“I couldn't wait a second longer,” she said, “How'd it go?”
“It went really well. I start Monday.”
“That's great! I'm so happy for you, Jon. You really deserve this, you know.”
“Thanks.” Jon opened his minivan's door, and a sippy cup tumbled out, hitting the pavement. He considered leaving it there, but bent to pick up the plastic-handled cup, probably still a favorite of his youngest. 
“How about we celebrate tonight?” she said.
Jon hesitated. He'd promised his boys he'd take them to Frankie's. “How do you feel about pizza and arcade games?”
“As long as the two of us can play our own games afterward.”
Jon chuckled. “I think that can be arranged.”
 
 
~
Jon's new-to-him silver C-Class Mercedes-Benz gleamed in the sunlight in front of the red brick two-story. It hadn't taken him long to get used to his new paycheck. Lifting his sport jacket from the rear seat, he flipped it over his shoulder, covering his holstered Glock 40 caliber. He hummed to himself. 
The realtor had said she'd leave the key under the mat, and he bent to pick it up. The closing on the house had gone so smoothly today that to celebrate his new purchase, he'd gone out and bought the car. On the front stoop, he looked up, a major step up from the wood-sided mill house he and his wife and boys had shared. 
“You did it,” he said aloud to no one but himself. But his smile disappeared when he thought about his father. After running out on Jon when he was just a kid, his father would never get to know his own grandchildren, never see the life Jon had built for himself.
Balancing a brown sack of groceries on one arm, he opened the front door with the other. He and his boys had planned a house-warming party tonight to celebrate his new job, their first night in their new home, and a bright future thanks to Captain Coniff.
Inside, the air conditioning already ran. He brushed away a spider's web on the door frame and entered the cool, light interior, pulling the button-down dress shirt and T-shirt he wore away from his back where they'd clung. The thermostat read sixty-eight compared to the balmy eighty-five outside, right on schedule for early June. After stowing the ice cream and frozen pizza in the freezer for later, he loosened his tie and looked around. 
The new furniture had been delivered today as promised, a distressed leather sofa with club chairs to match in the living room and a chenille sectional and big-screen television for the family room. He flipped on the light switch for the garage, his brand-new garage. Parking inside would take some getting used to, but in the meantime, he couldn't wait to sit back and watch his boys turn all the empty boxes into pirate ships.
He walked up the flight of beige (risky for a house with little boys) carpeted stairs. Inside their room was the white bunk bed and dressers to match just as he'd ordered. Everything was falling into place.
Inside the master bedroom, he found his old mattress on the floor and his old dresser in the corner, nothing new in there. He located the cardboard box marked closet and quickly changed out of his suit pants and dress shirt and into a pair of faded blue jeans and a light pink polo, strapping his Glock 23 to his ankle. He examined himself in the full-length mirror that the movers had propped in the corner, remembering how Melissa had said when he smiled, he reminded her of a young Paul Newman. 
The last year hadn't changed him much. He still had all of his hair, though little flecks of paint as one of his boys had mistakenly called his gray hairs, showed through the brown. At thirty-five years old, his stomach was still flat and his six-foot frame was well-toned from jogging. He couldn't complain. He looked at the stainless steel Wenger on his wrist — time to pick up the boys.
 
 
~
Jon opened the back passenger door so that his sons could get out of their new car, stopping three-year-old Matthew just in time before his little fingers pressed a “Great Job on the Potty” sticker to the back window. He hoped at least the clean car smell would last a few more days. 
“You guys are going to love your new house,” he said, scooping four-year-old Jonathan into his arms and removing three-year-old Matthew's thumb from his mouth, a habit his son had picked up after his mother left. Matthew in hand, Jon led them to the front door.
“Can we see our rooms?” Jonathan asked as Matthew bent on the sidewalk to pick up a pine cone. 
Jon smiled as Jonathan's sweet breath tickled his nose, the boy's cheeks still covered with black crumbs from whatever afternoon snack, probably cookies, he'd enjoyed at preschool. But before Jon had a chance to answer, he froze.
Melissa sat on the front steps. Her feet tucked up underneath her like a child, she hugged her knees. Squinting up at them, she caught Jon staring. 
Jonathan squirmed out of his father's arms and ran, flinging himself at his mother whom he hadn't set eyes on in the past two months. Matthew watching, put his thumb back into his mouth and scooted closer to his father, latching onto Jon's leg.
Jon took a step forward. “Melissa,” he said by way of greeting.
His ex-wife looked much the same as she had on her infrequent visits to see their sons, designer handbag, leather pumps, manicure, and hair to match, wearing a pink suit dress that made her look like she was there to sell them Mary Kay. Yet, now she had no luggage, no visible means of transportation, and no business intruding on their day. He was about to tell her so before he saw streaks in her makeup. And upon closer examination, her high heels had visible scuffs, her hair was mussed, and her dress jacket was torn at the shoulder, very unlike the Melissa he'd recently known.
“Jon, I know you're surprised to see me here, but...” Her usually chipper voice was uncharacteristically gravelly, hoarse-sounding.
“Surprised doesn't cover it,” he interrupted, keeping his tone even to hide his anger for his boys' sake. “How'd you know we were here?”
She opened her mouth then hesitated. “I went by our house first, and when you weren't there, I called the sheriff. He gave me a ride here, but he had another call and had to leave.”
“Uh, huh.” So, turnabout was fair play. But, somehow he didn't believe her. Alec Harmon knew their history, and Jon found it too hard to imagine that his old boss would just bring his ex-wife there without at least calling him first. But, he reminded himself, just two short months ago, he hadn't warned Harmon before he'd dropped his ex off on his property.
“Daddy.” Matthew, who had a firm grip on his father's leg, pushed him towards the house, wanting to get out of the heat, but not wanting to get too close to the practical stranger on the front steps.
Jonathan still wasn't budging from his mother's arms. 
At least one of them was happy to see her.
Jon scooped little Matthew up into his arms.
“After you.” Jon motioned for Melissa to go in ahead of them. But as he followed her through the front door, the scent of her Chanel hitting him, he couldn't help feeling that this somehow jinxed everything.
 
 
~
While the boys played inside the empty refrigerator box in the garage just as Jon had predicted, upstairs, he unpacked the box marked bathroom, flinging clean towels onto the
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