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      What began as an ordinary morning jog turns into a nightmare when Audrey stumbles across a dead body hidden near the trail. Shaken by the discovery, she tries to put the terrifying moment behind her—until news breaks of a second victim… then a third.

      

      As panic spreads, Audrey realizes the murders are far from random. Someone is carefully choosing their victims. Someone who has been watching her.

      

      The closer the investigation gets to the truth, the more Audrey begins to suspect the killer isn’t a stranger at all. He’s hiding in plain sight, closer than she ever imagined—and now, he’s set his sights on her.
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      The receptionist sitting beneath the Walker and Raines placard smiled at her, and she returned it despite the turmoil swirling in her stomach. She hated coming in here. God willing, this would be the last time she ever had to see the inside of this office and the people in it.

      Not that she had anything against her lawyer—the guy was a total shark, not to mention incredibly easy on the eyes. Carter Cross was both a welcome and unsettling distraction from the reason for her visit.

      She pulled open the door and strode into the welcoming air-conditioning, then pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head. The receptionist sitting beneath the Walker and Raines placard smiled at her again, and she returned it despite the turmoil swirling in her stomach. She stepped up to the desk and signed in. “Audrey Stanton, here for a ten o’clock with Mr. Cross.”

      The older woman nodded and clicked away at the keyboard. “I’ll let him know you’re here.”

      The appreciative smile melted from her face as a familiar voice spoke from behind her, and she automatically stiffened. “Hey, Audrey.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment before turning to face her soon-to-be-ex-husband. “Scott.”

      His eyes flicked over her before zeroing in on her forehead. “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine, thanks.” Self-consciously, she lifted one hand and arranged her bangs to cover the wound as best she could.

      She’d been in her office at the health center a little over a week ago, getting ready to head out for a girls’ night with her friend Hannah, when a man seemingly came out of nowhere. Something had sliced through the air, and pain exploded across her forehead. The next thing she was aware of was waking in the hospital a day later.

      Thank God, Hannah had let herself in and scared him away, then run for help. Her boyfriend, Luke, had come to her rescue and kept her stable until the medics arrived. The man had escaped, but the ordeal had cost her seventeen stitches and one heck of a bruise. The wound was still an angry red line against her face.

      “Stitches came out yesterday, but…”

      Scott nodded. He knew the drill. Like her, he was a licensed medical professional, and they shared a practice in the health center downtown. Though for how long, she didn’t know. Scott had proposed during college, and she had happily agreed to marry him, a youthful, rash decision that seemed to make sense at the time. They’d had everything all planned out—they would graduate, start a practice together, then, once it was established, they’d start a family. Except it hadn’t quite worked out that way.

      “How’s Libby?”

      Scott’s gaze cut away before meeting hers again. “She’s good.”

      “And the baby?”

      His face relaxed, taking on an expression of elation. “Healthy. It’s a girl.”

      His words were like a knife to her heart, and she offered a small smile, then dropped her gaze to the travertine tile floor. Up until just a few months ago, she thought everything was fine. Not perfect, certainly, but it was… okay. They were both busy with work, and she hadn’t seen the signs until it was too late.

      From the information she’d gleaned from friends, the affair had started a little over eight months ago. Scott had gone on a health kick and joined a new gym. It was there that he’d met the perky little blonde and fallen head over heels for her. The fact that he had a wife was apparently little more than a blip on his radar. Within a couple months, Libby was pregnant, and he’d presented her with divorce papers.

      Thank God they hadn’t rushed into starting a family. She would never want to drag kids through this. It was bad enough that they were fighting over the business. The house, she didn’t care about. She hadn’t stepped inside since the day she’d learned about the affair. It had taken just under ten hours for her and two friends to pack up her belongings and her fur baby, Peanut, and move her into a condo across town.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Gerber? You can come back now.” The receptionist gestured to the long hallway, and she breathed a sigh of relief, grateful that she didn’t have to stand there any longer and feign interest in the man who had left her for another woman.

      Scott gestured for her to precede him into the room, and she slipped by, careful not to brush against him. After his infidelity, she could barely stand to be in the same room with him, let alone touch him. She couldn’t help the resentment she felt toward him. He’d chosen to cheat instead of work things out or even address the issue, and she could never forgive him for that. She knew she was better off without someone like Scott in her life, but his betrayal still hurt.

      She’d known for a while that things were… off. But after six years of marriage, wasn’t that to be expected? The potent desire they’d experienced at twenty-two had gradually declined, and the last time they’d made love was more than a year ago. It had felt stiff and awkward, like a necessary evil performed out of obligation. Although she’d blamed Scott for his cheating, she couldn’t help but wonder if she’d been partially responsible for driving him away.

      In the process of building their careers, there had been so many long nights, so much to do. And she was acutely aware that she’d changed since college, too. She’d put on a few pounds and rarely wore makeup. Was Scott more physically attracted to Libby or was it purely chemistry, a connection between them that had never existed between Scott and her? Maybe if she’d tried harder…

      She stepped into the conference room, her gaze automatically drawn to the man standing by the coffee service. His broad shoulders stretched the fabric of his dark suit, and his pants were perfectly tailored, skimming his muscular thighs and breaking perfectly over his polished shoes. Carter Cross was the kind of man who had been put on this earth purely for women’s pleasure. His dark eyes caught hers as he turned, and she blushed furiously, quickly averting her eyes as she sank into a chair.

      “Would you like some coffee, Ms. Stanton? Water?” She reluctantly lifted her eyes to meet Carter’s intense gaze. He was the only person outside of her patients who called her by her maiden name. Though she had taken Scott’s last name for personal use as per tradition, she’d chosen to maintain her maiden name professionally. She was proud of what she’d accomplished, and she wanted her name—and her name alone—on that degree.

      Those deep brown eyes continued to bore into her, and she shifted under the scrutiny. As lawyers went, she couldn’t have chosen better. Carter Cross was a shark. Better than that, though, he was gorgeous. Not just attractive, more than handsome, the man was model material.

      The lines of his face were sharp, almost angular, with high cheekbones and the tiniest hint of a cleft in his chin. Coffee-colored eyes stood out from his lightly tanned skin, and his thick, dark brown hair was cropped short. He left just enough at the top for a woman to run her hands through, to play with the silky-looking strands. At a couple inches over six feet, he was every fantasy come to life.

      Heat raced through her blood and she forced herself to swallow and respond. “No, thank you.”

      He studied her for another moment before turning away to pour himself a glass of water. He made his way around the table then unbuttoned his suit jacket before sliding into the seat next to her. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. This close to him, she could smell the unmistakable scent of his aftershave, or maybe his cologne. It was musky and masculine, an apt fit for the man sitting only inches away.

      She glanced over her shoulder as Richard Patterson entered the room, thankful for the distraction. He slipped into the seat next to Scott and flashed a smile in her direction. He was a nice enough guy, but since he was Scott’s lawyer, she kind of disliked him on principle. “Good morning, Audrey.”

      She nodded politely, eager to start the proceedings. She was tired of this dragging out. All she wanted was an expeditious resolution so she could get on with her life. Whatever that meant. Ever since the incident at the health center, she’d been seriously contemplating her future. Maybe it was time to leave the past where it belonged and start something new.

      Carter spoke up. “All right, are we ready to begin?” After a quick check around the table, he launched into his discourse. “So, we’ve decided that Mr. Gerber will retain the house and my client will receive compensation for her portion upon completion. Now we have the matter of the office at the health center. In light of Mr. Gerber’s infidelity, I feel that Audrey should be awarded the business and⁠—”

      “Actually…” Her head snapped toward him as she laid a gentle hand on his arm. “I’m strongly considering selling out. Would you mind if Scott and I spoke alone for a moment?”

      Carter’s eyes blazed with fury. “Audrey, that’s not⁠—”

      “I think that’s a great idea,” Scott spoke up from the opposite side of the table.

      Carter threw a glare his way, then swiveled toward her once more. “As your lawyer, I strongly advise⁠—”

      She curled her fingertips into the fabric of his suit jacket and felt the muscles of his forearm tense beneath her touch. “Just give us a minute. Please.”

      He searched her eyes for a long moment, then finally seemed to accept her need for privacy. He didn’t look at all happy about it, but he shoved his chair back from the table and stood, nodding to Richard as he did so. “We’ll give you two a moment—but we’ll be right outside.”

      She couldn’t decide if it was a warning or… something more. There was something in his tone that she’d never quite heard before. As soon as it flitted through her mind, she shook the thought away. It wasn’t like she knew the man well enough to make any assumptions about his behavior. He was her lawyer—he was paid to act in her best interest. And right now, this sudden change of plans was like a train derailing that he couldn’t stop.

      She waited until the door latch clicked into place, then she met Scott’s gaze. For a long moment, they just stared at each other, separated by the table between them and a mountain of lies. How had they gotten to this point? She’d loved him once; now there was far too much to overcome.

      She cleared her throat. “As I’m sure you can imagine, I have no desire to work at the health center.”

      He dipped his chin, and his eyes swept over her face again. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      She offered a tight smile. “Thank you.”

      “Libby and I are getting married.”

      The words exploded from his throat, and her heart seized in her chest. All of a sudden, she knew exactly how a deer felt in its final seconds before being splattered all over the highway. Scott looked uncomfortable, his gaze fixed on the table, and she forced herself to draw air into her lungs. Their divorce wasn’t even finalized, and he was ready to sprint to the altar with her the second the ink was dry? It wasn’t totally unexpected considering the circumstances, but… hearing those words hurt.

      “Congratulations.” Hot tears stung her eyes, and she quickly blinked them away.

      Silence fell again before he finally let out a harsh sigh. “Look. I’m sorry.” She quirked a brow, and he continued. “I want to do what’s right. You deserve better. I should have done things... differently.”

      No kidding. She almost snorted a laugh but managed to smother it before it could escape. She didn’t trust herself to speak, so she just nodded.

      Scott studied her. “What are you going to do?”

      She shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet. But I think it’s better for both of us if I bow out.”

      “What about your patients?”

      “I’ll finish out the month, if that works for you. That’ll give you some time to bring in another physician, or… whatever you want to do.”

      “So, you’ve really thought about this?”

      She nodded. “I have. Ever since…” She trailed off, and he nodded sympathetically.

      “I understand.” He took a deep breath. “If you truly want out, I’d be more than happy to buy you out. At a premium.” His mouth quirked into a small smile at her look of skepticism. “I don’t want to fight over this anymore. When you got hurt…” His eyes darted to her forehead, and she barely resisted the urge to lift her hand to cover the wound from his inspection. “I was so worried about you. It got me thinking about old times. We had fun together.”

      Her throat tightened, and she closed her eyes. How could he say that to her? If they’d had fun together, then how had they ended up here? If he’d loved her, why had he cheated on her? The pain was still too fresh for her to look back on the fond memories of their times together. She wanted to lash out, to scream at him for his unfaithfulness, but what was the point?

      He’s not worth it. Repeating her new mantra in her mind, she swallowed down every acrid word on her tongue and met his gaze.

      “I really am sorry, Audrey. I should have been up-front with you. Let me make it up to you.”

      Trying to come up with something other than the words that started with f and ended with u, she bit her lip and swallowed down her contempt. “That’s… generous of you.”

      “It’s not nearly enough, I know. I’m sorry I hurt you.” His gaze cut toward the window as he spoke. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but I really do love Libby.”

      And, just like that, her heart broke a little more. There was nothing quite like sitting across from the person she thought she’d spend the rest of her life with only to have him tell her how much he loved another woman.

      “You’re wonderful, Audrey. Some guy will be lucky to have you.”

      But not you, she thought bitterly. She clearly hadn’t been wonderful enough; otherwise, he wouldn’t have left her for the blonde bimbo with more boobs than brains. It was uncharitable, but she couldn’t care at the moment. She’d never actually met the woman—nor did she ever intend to—but alcohol and the internet were a deadly combination.

      After a couple glasses of wine one night—oh, who was she kidding? She’d drunk the entire bottle—she’d dug up everything she could find on the young woman. Barely twenty-two, she’d just graduated college with a degree in Liberal Arts and was working as a trainer at Scott’s new gym. How clichéd.

      The door opened, and Carter entered first, his gaze immediately zeroing in on her. He must not have liked the expression on her face, because he strode toward her and leaned close, one hand resting on the back of her chair.

      “Are you okay?”

      Those intense brown eyes seared into hers, and she offered a small smile. “Everything’s fine.”

      The corners of his mouth dipped into a frown, like he didn’t believe a word. She lifted a brow and nodded to the chair beside her. If possible, his expression darkened further, but he sat anyway. She let out a soft sigh of relief and leaned back in her chair. From her vantage point, she watched Carter’s leg bounce anxiously under the table.

      She knew he was just doing his job. He hated to lose, and she was just one more case to him. But the way he looked at her sometimes, she couldn’t help but feel… more. It spoke of a sort of protectiveness, and the thought filled her with warmth.

      “So, have we come to an agreement?” Richard asked, dispelling the discomfort in the atmosphere.

      Her gaze slowly lifted from Carter’s leg, up and over the table to Scott. She curled her hand into a fist. “Yes. He’ll buy me out.”

      Carter spun in his chair to look at her, fury evident in those dark eyes. “We haven’t discussed this at all. I thought⁠—”

      “Just give him the practice.”

      He leaned even closer, practically caging her in with his body as he propped one elbow on the table and rested the other hand on the back of her chair. His tone was hushed but severe. “Are you certain this is what you want?”

      “Yes.”

      “Audrey, you deserve⁠—”

      “I don’t even care about the money; I just want out.” She was surprised to realize that the words she spoke were the truth. She couldn’t stand to be held back any longer—not by a job she liked but didn’t love, and certainly not by a man.

      “Please,” she said softly so only he could hear her. “Just… I want to move on with my life. Help me do that.”

      His expression softened a bit. “All right. Okay.”

      She listened with half an ear as the lawyers bartered back and forth for the next hour. Since they’d already had a realtor run comps on the business in case they couldn’t come to an agreement, it was fairly easy to determine the value of the business and the cost of the buyout. Carter watched her warily as she glanced at the figure presented to her, then nodded. He looked as if he wanted to say more, but she turned away, studiously avoiding him.

      The meeting finally came to an end, and after exchanging polite handshakes, they began to filter from the room. Carter waylaid her just as she approached the door.

      “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      She closed her eyes for a moment, steeling herself before meeting his gaze. She’d given Scott years of her life only to be betrayed, her life ripped to shreds. But this was the key to her freedom. He might not approve of her choice, but now she’d have plenty of money for a fresh start. She could do whatever she wanted—and now it was time to do something for her.

      “I already gave you my answer. I just⁠—”

      He cut her off, his eyes angry, his tone harsh. “Tell me, Audrey, because I really need to know.”

      Something flickered in the dark depths. Disapproval? Disappointment, maybe? Her lips flattened into a straight line, and she drew herself up to her fullest height. Who was he to judge her?

      She lifted her chin defiantly. “Excuse me, Mr. Cross. I believe we’re done here.”

      She strode down the hall and through the lobby, acutely aware of his penetrating glare on her back as she pushed open the door with more force than necessary and stepped into the bright sunlight. No more. Today was the start of something new. She strode forward with purpose, shoulders straight, ready to start the next chapter in her life.
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      Carter silently fumed, somehow managing to curse her even as he appreciated the way her hips swayed purposefully toward the door. Gideon moved to stand beside him in the hallway.

      “Kind of a spitfire, isn’t she?”

      Carter growled low in his throat, then spun on his heel and stormed into his office. “Stubborn-ass woman. Should’ve gotten the practice.” He threw himself into his chair and glared at the ceiling. “That moron doesn’t deserve a penny, and she’s giving him everything!”

      Gideon lifted a brow. “Maybe she needs the money.”

      Carter snorted. “She doesn’t need the money. Her finances are in way better shape than his.”

      He had a feeling it was exactly as she’d told him: she just wanted out. But she deserved so much more. She needed more than a husband who cheated on her and knocked up some tramp. She’d get a nice chunk of money out of the deal, sure, but it wasn’t nearly enough.

      “Why does it bother you so much?”

      Carter dipped his head just enough to glare at him. Audrey was why. Because she was the smartest, most amazing woman who had ever stepped foot in his office, and he wanted to help her. He wanted to do a lot more, but she was also his client. It wasn’t as if it never happened, but it was the biggest cliché in the book.

      “It just… does.”

      He stared at his best friend, debating whether to open up or not. Gideon and Carter had met in first grade when Carter’s dad had picked up their family and moved them south. Back then, Carter had been scrawny and nerdy, an undersized young boy with glasses who’d been teased relentlessly. Gideon had intervened one day on the playground when Jeff Sutton, the class bully, had knocked Carter down and stolen his lunch money. One punch to the jaw had sent Jeff to the ground—and forged their friendship in stone.

      A growth spurt in high school put Carter two inches taller than Rob, but they remained friends all through school. After graduation, they’d enlisted in the military—Gideon in the Army and Carter in the Marines. After their tours were up, they’d returned home and chosen to go to law school.

      They’d each had several offers from different firms, but when Walker and Raines had two open slots to fill, they jumped at the chance to work together there as well. The internships turned into full-time positions, and they’d been side by side for the last three years.

      Carter steepled his fingers and rested them against his lips, mind racing. Why was she being so difficult? He could’ve gotten her a good deal, a lot better than what she was settling for. That idiot should be handing everything over to her, not the other way around. He commended her for wanting to move on with her life and leave the asshat behind, but… why wouldn’t she let him help her?

      Gideon lifted an eyebrow. “You’ve done this hundreds of times. What’s the big deal with this chick?”

      Carter growled. “She deserves better.”

      Gideon shrugged nonchalantly. “So do a lot of the women that come in here.”

      True, but Audrey Stanton was different. Carter had never—not since the moment she walked through those doors—been able to call her by her married name. Wishful thinking on his part, maybe, but he’d known within seconds of meeting her that he wanted her.

      More than that, ridiculous as it was, he adamantly refused to accept that she in any way belonged to another man. There’d been a spark between them the first time they spoke, and when she smiled at him… his reaction to her was like grabbing an electric fence.

      Despite trying to talk himself out of it, he couldn’t get her off his mind. He wanted her to see him in a different light—as a flesh-and-blood male instead of just her lawyer. Right now, he meant literally nothing to her other than the fact that he had the power to grant her freedom from the idiot she’d called her husband for the past several years.

      “That jerk treated her like crap.” He could hear the derision in his voice, and he quickly cleared his throat. “I’m just trying to get her what she deserves.”

      “Sounds like you’re trying to get something else.”

      Carter met Rob’s pointed stare with one of his own. “Not sure what you’re implying.”

      Gideon snorted a laugh. “Don’t gimme that. I’ve known you too long. You got something going on with this broad?”

      “Not yet, but…” His gaze darted toward the door where a curvy blonde lounged against the doorjamb, clearly eavesdropping, and he stifled a groan.

      Kaylee Raines—as in his boss, Edward’s, daughter—wore a pleased expression, as if his words were meant for her. Twenty-one if she was a day, she was pretty enough, but she was about as dumb as a brick wall. And unfortunately, it wasn’t a learning curve. She’d been there for nearly a year, yet she continued to make the same stupid mistakes every day. Knowing she was a partner’s daughter, everyone there had tried to be polite, but their patience was wearing thin—and so was Carter’s.

      Kaylee had spent the past few months doing her best to throw herself in his path at every opportunity. She’d started by making small talk, pulling him aside from time to time to ask questions. At first, he hadn’t minded helping her—until he realized it was a ruse. He’d almost given in one night when she’d invited him back to her place, but thank God he’d had the presence of mind to decline. She’d become increasingly aggressive in her pursuit, and he almost snorted out loud as his eyes swept over her.

      The clothes themselves would have been acceptable for any office job, but the way she wore them was far from it. The red button-down shirt matched her vibrant lipstick and pulled tightly across her breasts, unbuttoned so far that he could see the lacy material of her bra in the open V of the neckline. Her demeanor screamed for attention. Too bad she wouldn’t be getting it from him.

      Despite her best attempts to win his favor, he had no intention of going there—ever. Especially not now. Not when he was so close to getting what he really wanted, which was a fiery redheaded doctor with a temper to match. He lifted his chin at the blonde still draped against his doorway. “Yes, Kaylee?”

      She sashayed into the office, hips fluid with the movement, and practically laid herself over his desk as she passed him a sheaf of papers. “Here’s your deposition for the Lyle-Mills case, Mr. Cross.”

      He watched Rob’s eyes drop to her bottom as she leaned over right in front of him, and he barely refrained from rolling his eyes.

      “Thank you.” He accepted the file and dropped it into the tray at the corner of his desk. When she made no move to leave the room, he met her gaze with a frosty glare of his own. “That will be all. Please close the door on your way out.”

      Kaylee’s lips tightened into a firm line of displeasure, but she flounced out of the office, slamming the door in her wake. He flinched at the sound and met Rob’s amused eyes.

      “Looks like she was less than impressed with your handling of the situation.”

      Carter shook his head. “I’ll never be desperate enough to stoop that low.”

      “Aw, come on. She’s not that bad.”

      “Yeah, I noticed you were enjoying the show.” He leveled a stare at his best friend, wondering how the man could be so naïve sometimes. “The chick’s a succubus. Go near that and you’ll pay for it.”

      Gideon chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind. So what is it about this broad?”

      “Did you not see that?” He pointed toward the door. “She’d been trying to nail me down since she walked in the door, like she singled me out.”

      “Not Kaylee.” He tapped a finger on Audrey’s file. “Ms. Stanton.”

      Carter hesitated. Besides the fact that she was drop-dead gorgeous, he wanted her—had to have her. He couldn’t explain it, but from the very moment he’d laid eyes on her, he’d known she was different. She was a game changer.

      He lifted one shoulder. “There’s nothing going on.”

      “Yet.” Gideon met Carter’s hard glare with one of his own. “Spill it. You’ve been pushing to get this resolved for weeks. You want her that bad?”

      Carter blew out an exasperated breath. Why couldn’t Gideon just leave it alone? Ever since that time on the playground nearly twenty-five years ago, Gideon had considered himself Carter’s protector. And if that meant dragging the information out of him, he had no doubt he’d find a way to accomplish it.

      “Honestly? I don’t know what it is about her, but I want her. I need to get this wrapped up so I can finally go talk to her. That’s why I needed to get that idiot on board. He cheated on her, for Christ’s sake. The least he could do was give her the practice she’s worked all her life for.”

      “Can’t make her take something she doesn’t want,” Gideon chided.

      No, he couldn’t, but that didn’t make him want to throttle the idiot any less. “Regardless, she deserves better.”

      “And that’s you?” Gideon lifted a brow, and Carter flipped him the bird.

      “I just want a chance with her. That’s all.”

      He nodded. “Maybe that’ll get the message across to Kaylee loud and clear.”

      Carter seriously doubted it. All he could do was avoid her and hope she eventually turned her attention elsewhere. “How quickly do you think we can get Howard to sign off on the decree?”

      Gideon lifted a shoulder. “He owes me. I’ll request he get it approved ASAP. I’ll just add that tally to your list of favors, too.”

      Carter reached over and fist-bumped him. “You’re the best.”
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      Audrey flopped to her back and threw one arm over her eyes to block out the light as she slowly came awake. She felt exhausted, emotionally drained, as if the last six months had leached all of the energy from her body.

      She was definitely in a funk, one she wasn’t quite sure how to get out of. She knew moving on was for the best—new house, new job. Outwardly, it was all coming together. Inside, she felt like she was falling apart. It didn’t make sense; she had finally decided on a course of action for her life, so why did she feel so… broken?

      Part of it was Scott and their marriage, or lack thereof. What had been a constant in her life for so long was… gone. No matter how badly he had hurt her, she couldn’t bring herself to hate him. She really did wish him the best. She just wished that she was happy, too.

      For several long minutes, she just lay there, eyes closed, trying not to think at all. Finally, she rolled her head to the left and glared at the chair next to the bed. A stack of clothes and a pair of running shoes taunted her with their presence. She had to put them there where she would see them as soon as she got out of bed; otherwise, she would put it off.

      She had promised herself she was going to start being healthy again, and she wasn’t going to give up now. Forcing herself to move, she sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the mattress, then reluctantly dressed and laced up the shoes before she could change her mind.

      The routine had been the same for the last four days. It was time for her to move on, to take back control of her life, and working out was just one element of that. After she used the bathroom, she bounded downstairs and whipped up a quick protein shake to drink before heading out. Peanut danced around her feet, and she let him out into the backyard to relieve himself as she sipped at her strawberry shake.

      The morning was clear and bright, still a little cool but carrying the promise of heat later in the afternoon. It was the perfect time for a run, and she found herself looking forward to it. Peanut darted back inside, and she locked up, then poured some food and water into his bowls before snatching up her phone and earbuds. Pulling up her favorite playlist, she popped the wireless headphones into her ears, then made her way out the front door.

      She took a minute to stretch in her driveway as she looked around, enjoying the calm morning. The condo complex was located just out of town before the landscape transitioned into farmland. She had seen a few kids out and about in the afternoons, but the residents seemed to be mostly middle-aged nine-to-fivers.

      The last few days, she had run through the neighboring allotment back toward town. Today she wanted to try something new. Turning left out of her driveway, she walked for a couple of blocks before easing into a slow jog. Her muscles ached with the familiar burn, but it felt good. As she warmed up, her muscles became looser, her steps longer and more graceful.

      It was amazing how quickly she had gotten her stride back, even after being stagnant for so many years. She couldn’t remember exactly when or why she stopped running. She had loved it once, so much so that she had run cross country in both high school and college.

      She settled in, listening to the soft music playing in her ears, the familiar rhythm of her feet slapping the pavement with every step. Though she kept a watchful eye on her surroundings, checking constantly for cars or other people, she allowed her mind to drift. She had a phone preliminary interview with a small local branch of the VA coming up tomorrow, and she was incredibly nervous.

      Mentally preparing responses for her interview, she crested a small knoll, then turned right and broke away from the main road. An older-style farmhouse sat back from the road a little bit, and she waved to the woman puttering around a small garden in the front yard.

      She continued another mile or so down the road, where corn rose up along both sides. Knee-high by the Fourth of July. She smiled as the old adage came back to her from her youth. According to farmers, if corn was knee-high by July, it would be a prosperous year. Judging from the size of the stalks, it looked like this year was going to be a good one.

      Suddenly, something came crashing through the leafy green stalks, and a small yelp left her throat as she reared back in surprise. She quickly looked around, thankful that no cars were coming, before turning her attention back to the mangy-looking dog in front of her. His brown fur was matted and muddy in places, and he clutched a large bone in his mouth.

      She couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up. The dog wasn’t small, maybe seventy pounds or so, but the bone protruding from either side of his mouth looked abnormally huge. He eyed her warily and let out a little growl as if warning her away from his treasure.

      Smiling at the dog, she slipped the headphones from her ears and tucked them into the waistband of her shorts. “Whatcha got there?” she crooned to him. “Looks yummy.”

      The dog eyed her but didn’t move, and the smile slipped from her face as she inspected the bone more closely. Unease spread through her gut as she took in the ball joint on one end, then down to the familiar nubs at the opposite end. She had taken too many anatomy classes to not know exactly what she was looking at. It was a femur—a human one by the looks of it.

      “Where did you get that?” she asked softly. The dog tipped his head slightly to one side, almost as if he could understand what she was saying.

      “Show me,” she encouraged him. “Where is it?”

      The dog turned and started back through the cornfield, and she hesitated for a long moment before hopping over the ditch and following him. She briefly acknowledged this was one of the stupidest things she had ever done. Not only was she venturing away from the road where she could get lost, but she might also potentially find a crime scene at the end of this trek.

      She mentally crossed her fingers that she wouldn’t meet any ill-meaning humans wherever the dog was taking her. Thank God she at least had her cell phone in case anything happened.

      Leaves slapped at her legs, slowing her progress, but she brushed them away as she hurried to catch up with the dog. What felt like an interminably long time later, the cornfield came to an abrupt end, opening up to a large grassy field. The dog tossed a look over his shoulder without breaking stride as he trotted through the weeds brushing at his shoulders.

      She grimaced and carefully picked her way through the field, keeping one eye peeled as her sneakers squished into the wet ground. She prayed to God that the dog made enough noise to scare off any critters hanging around before she stumbled upon them. The last thing she needed was to be out there all alone and fall victim to a startled rattlesnake.

      About thirty yards in front of her, two birds took flight, startled by the dog as it loped a little too close. The dog stopped right where the birds had been, his tail beating the air enthusiastically. A faint buzzing noise filled the air, unmistakably flies that had already settled in to feast. She smelled it before she saw it, and dread curdled in her stomach as the body came into view. Though most of the body was intact, the flesh and bone of one leg had been stripped away, presumably by the dog.

      This close, the scent was overpowering, and she turned away, covering her nose, willing the nausea to subside before pulling her phone out and dialing 911.

      “This is Dr. Audrey Stanton,” she introduced herself when the dispatcher answered the call. “I’ve found a deceased person in a field somewhere off Hartwell Road.”

      The dispatcher assured her that police had been dispatched but asked her to remain on the line until they arrived. Meanwhile, she watched the dog out of the corner of her eye, still reluctant to relinquish his treasure.

      “By the way,” she told the woman almost as an afterthought, “there’s a dog here who appears to have one of the person’s bones. You might want to have them bring something, see if we can get the dog to give it up.”

      The dispatcher occasionally commented, both letting her know that she was still there and checking to make sure that she hadn’t hung up. She moved away from the overwhelming smell, but not far enough to let the dog out of her sight. At least half an hour had passed before the sound of voices reached her ears.

      “The police are here,” she said to the woman on the other end of the phone before hanging up. She shoved the phone into her pocket, then lifted both arms high in the air and waved to get their attention. It took them several minutes to reach her, at least a dozen men and women spread out, carefully picking their way across the field.

      A man in khakis and a white button-down shirt stuck his hand out in greeting as he approached. “Detective Mayfield. You’re the one who found the victim?”

      “Dr. Audrey Stanton,” she said by way of greeting, then shook his hand before gesturing over her shoulder. “He’s just a few yards over this way. And the dog is over there.” She pointed toward the edge of the tree line.

      His face remained impassive as his dark eyes swept over the scene. “Have you touched anything?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I was going to try to get the bone away from the dog, but he didn’t like that idea.”

      Mayfield’s lips quirked into a tiny smile. “I imagine not. We’ll see what we can do about that.”

      She explained how she had recognized the structure of the bone and followed the dog to the scene. A small commotion drew their attention back to the edge of the field closest to the road, and they watched the medical examiner and her team approach.

      The detective turned back to her. “We’ll let Dr. Pratt take a look at the body first, then we’ll look around, see if we can find anything.”

      Her stride brisk and sure, Dr. Pratt crossed the bumpy field, a serious expression clouding her pretty features. “Mayfield.” She tipped her head at him, then turned to Audrey. “Are you on the investigation as well?”

      “No, I called it in.”

      Her eyes cleared. “You’re the doctor.”

      “Family medicine,” Audrey clarified. “You can call me Audrey. I actually found the dog first, then he led me back here to the man.”

      She lifted a brow. “You’re sure he’s male?”

      Mayfield and Audrey fell into step beside her as she strode toward the body. “Judging from his facial features, which seem to be mostly intact.”

      Dr. Pratt nodded but stayed silent, and Audrey stayed several feet behind, watching as she kneeled carefully next to the man’s remains. Audrey wasn’t terribly familiar with necrotic tissue, because she had always preferred living patients over dead ones, but if she had to guess, this guy hadn’t been out there all that long. Even
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