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			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.

			[image: ]

			By the time he got up the nerve to place the call, it was after ten o’clock. He hesitated, thinking it was too late tonight, but that nagging feeling in his gut wouldn’t let him avoid the call. He’d been in the Army for two years, then served more than three as a deputy. That gut feeling had saved his life on more than one occasion. So even though it was after eleven Leroy time, he called.

			“Hello?”

			Carrie’s voice was soft when she answered, as though she’d been asleep. Just the thought had his body reacting with a surge of awareness.

			“Hey, I didn’t wake you, did I?” He paced back and forth at the end of the king-sized bed that took up most of the room.

			She yawned. “Um, maybe? But I’ve not been asleep that long. What’s wrong?”

			He could easily picture her stretching, her soft, light-brown hair shifting over her cheek as she rolled onto her back in bed. With an effort, he focused his mind away from the tantalizing image. “You tell me.”

			“Oh. Who’d you talk to, Joely or Ethan?”

			“Joely.”

			She groaned. “I’m fine.”

			“Carrie.” That was all, just her name.

			On the other end of the line, he heard her swallow. “Damn it. I’m not okay. I don’t know what to do.”

			“That’s easy. I need a roommate, you need a room. When do you want to move in?”

			She laughed. “Really? You think I should move in with you? You don’t think that would create an even bigger problem?”

			“No, I think it’s a great idea. I need someone to stay at the house while I’m not there, and you need a place to go. There’s no one I trust more. And maybe I can coerce you into cooking some of that beef stew stuff for me once or twice a year.” She made a kick-ass goulash that he’d almost sell his soul for.

			“Don’t you think having me there would cramp your style?” she asked softly.

			For the second time that evening, his face heated. “I’m not some big playboy.”

			“You aren’t exactly a monk, either. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m turning over a new leaf. What if I promised you I wouldn’t be bringing anyone home while you were there?” He couldn’t very well tell her that the only woman he’d been able to think about for months was her. He sat on the edge of the bed as she responded.

			“How is that fair to you? It’s your house. You should be able to do whatever you want.”

			“Okay, fine. Then what I want is to have you for a roommate. You still have the spare key?” He knew she did.

			“Of course.”

			“Then go ahead and start moving your stuff in. I’ll be down Friday afternoon, and I’ll help you get the rest over the weekend. Then we can tell your uncle to go fuck himself.”

			“Robbie!” She gave a small laugh.

			He smiled. “Come on, Carrie. Even if you move in for just a couple of months, this is a good solution. It gives you time to figure out what you want to do.”

			“That’s true. How much do you want for rent?”

			He started to tell her that he wouldn’t take anything, but he knew that would offend her. “Well, I don’t need the money, strictly speaking. How about two hundred and you split the utilities with me?” He’d put the money into a special account and save it up for her for later, just in case.

			“You aren’t exactly rolling in dough, either, buddy,” she countered. “Four hundred.”

			“No, but I’m not in the poorhouse, either. Two-fifty.”

			When his mother had died, she’d left him a large life insurance policy that had allowed him to pay their small house off, pay for his tuition and living expenses for school, and put some away in savings. She’d given him the ultimate gift—the ability to fulfill his dreams of becoming a teacher. And now, with any luck, he’d be able to help Carrie, too.

			“Make it three hundred, I’ll cook for you when you’re home, plus half the utilities.”

			“Done.” He sighed with relief and fell back onto the bed. “So what happened?”

			“With Ron? I don’t know. I honestly… I don’t have a clue.” He could hear the bafflement in her voice and the heartache. “He was so different when he came back from Florida.”

			“What has he said?”

			“Other than the fact that I’m a leech and that he should have cut the cord years ago? Not a lot. I’ve tried to get him to talk to me, but he’s not interested. And it isn’t like he’s angry with me. He’s simply done. I’ve worn my welcome out.”

			Robbie winced. “God, I’m sorry.”

			“Yeah, so am I.”

			The silence stretched between them, and he heard her give a soft sigh.

			“You should get back to sleep,” he said. “But promise me you’ll head over to the house tomorrow. I won’t be able to relax until you do.”

			“I have to work until seven, so I might not get a chance. But I’m off starting Thursday, so I’ll go then. Is that okay, boss?” she teased.

			He chuckled. “Yeah, that’s okay. I’m glad you’re coming. It will be nice to have someone in the house again.”

			“You say that now… We’ll see if you still feel that way after I’ve aired the place out and tidied up. Night, Robbie. And thank you.”

			“You’re welcome. Goodnight.”

			He didn’t move the phone from his ear until the repetitive beeping sounded, telling him she’d hung up. Moving it so he could see the screen, he thumbed through his pictures until he came to one he’d taken right before Joely had left for India last June. It was of Joely and Carrie, their arms thrown around each other’s shoulders as they smiled at the camera. The three of them had been at the pond on Joely’s parents’ farm, enjoying one of the last summer days they would have together for a while.

			Carrie was so damned pretty. She always had been. Even when they were young kids, barely teenagers, Robbie had thought so. While he and Joely were loud and gregarious, albeit in different ways, Carrie was quiet, subtle, and so peaceful that being in the same room with her could calm him down. She was pale, with a smattering of freckles across her cheeks and her nose, and she was fragile. Not literally—he knew she was stronger than she looked. But there was a soft, ethereal air about her that made him want to protect her.

			Her delicacy also made him especially aware of his own size and self-conscious about the same. At six-four and two hundred pounds, he was a giant compared to Carrie.

			Looking at her smiling image and thinking about how hurt she had to be by her uncle’s actions, he wanted to smash something. Of all the people he knew, Carrie more than anyone deserved to be happy, safe. While he might not be the man who would ride in and play hero the way Joely envisioned, he’d do his best to make sure she had a peaceful place to recover from Ron’s betrayal. No matter how much of a temptation living with her, even if only on the weekends, might prove to be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A vicious cold front swept into Southern Indiana through the day on Wednesday, bringing sheets of snow, freezing rain, and ice, as well as highs only in the twenties. Carrie ended up not getting to Robbie’s house until around one on Thursday, when the roads had cleared a bit. They’d texted back and forth, and he’d told her to take the guest room on the second floor.

			She felt like an interloper, and for the first hour she was there, she practically tiptoed through the rooms. She’d been in his house before, of course, but never by herself. Robbie had only been back in town three or four weekends since December, when he’d gone to Bloomington to find an apartment, and a layer of dust coated everything in the house. She decided to clean up a bit before moving any of her things in.

			By the time she had the house in good shape, it was dark. She was tired and hungry, and deciding she’d done enough for the day, she locked up and headed home. Her uncle’s house was dark when she pulled up to the mailbox, she saw, as she rolled her window down to reach into the box. She didn’t think anything else about the dark house until she made the ninety-degree right-hand turn into her driveway where it split off from Ron’s and her headlights glanced across a bundle of clothes lying on the ground about seventy feet up the driveway, halfway between the road and her uncle’s house.

			She backed the car up slowly so that the headlights were shining on the mass, then stopped and stared, her mind not accepting what her eyes were telling her she was seeing.

			She never remembered unbuckling her seat belt or putting the car in park. The walk up to the bundle seemed interminable, and she approached it as though it were a wild animal that would suddenly turn on her. The world around her was utterly quiet, the only sounds being the idling of her car and the crunch of her feet on the melting snow and ice. The light from her headlights cast everything into stark relief, and as she got to the bundle, she felt the fine tremors of shock start.

			He looked so cold lying there on the ground. His face was tinged a hideous gray-blue that she would remember for the rest of her life, and his sightless eyes stared up at the clear sky above. Pieces of mail were scattered around his body, with one envelope still clenched in his hand.

			Slowly she sank to her knees beside him, reaching a trembling hand out to him. She drew it back before it could make contact. Carrie didn’t have to touch Ron to know he was gone. She didn’t want her last memory of her uncle to be the feel of his cold, dead skin. It was bad enough that things had been as they were between them.

			She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, tears slowly coursing down her cheeks, but by the time she stumbled to her feet she was cold all over. Numbly, she made her way back to her car and slid behind the wheel. Once she’d gathered her composure somewhat, she dug her phone from her purse and called 911. Lee assured her help was on the way, and while she asked Carrie to stay on the line, Carrie politely refused.

			“I can’t. I have to… I have to go.”

			Unable to sit and stare at Ron’s body, she got the emergency blanket from her backseat and covered him with it, then went back to her car and moved it to her driveway, backing in to wait. Within a few short minutes, an ambulance was pulling in, lights flashing. Wyatt Dixon’s SUV pulled in behind it.

			Carrie got out of her car and went to meet the sheriff as the EMTs hurried to check on Ron.

			“Are you okay?” the tall older man asked.

			“I don’t know.” She spread her hands. “I don’t know what to do, Wyatt.”

			The EMTs came back, the senior tech getting in the cab of the ambulance as his partner came to meet them at the back.

			“He’s gone, Wyatt. Dan’s calling it in,” Farik, the second EMT, said. “I’m sorry, Carrie.” She started trembling hard then, and Farik gently took her arm. “Let’s get you over here and get you warm, okay?”

			He escorted her to the doors and helped her inside, where he wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. Surreptitiously, he started checking her pulse.

			“Who can I call for you?” Wyatt asked as he climbed in and sat beside her.

			“I don’t know.” The only person she could think of was Joely. And Robbie. But Joely was on the other side of the world, and Robbie… she couldn’t call him. Regardless of their arrangement, she couldn’t impose on him.

			“Is Ron your only family?” he asked gently.

			She nodded. “He was Mom’s only sibling. Everyone else is gone.” She felt like she ought to be crying but she couldn’t. She felt insulated, like she was wrapped in cotton, and the tears wouldn’t come even though she wanted them to.

			Wyatt’s phone rang and after he glanced at it, he excused himself. When he came back to the ambulance a couple of minutes later, he patted her on the knee. “That was Richard Hudson. He and Jackie are on the way.”

			Joely’s parents. Dr. and Mrs. Hudson. Sweet people, good parents for the most part. “Is he acting as coroner tonight?”

			“No, honey, they’re on their way here for you. Ethan heard the call go out about Ron and told them what was going on. They want you to stay with them tonight. Is that okay?”

			“I hate to be a bother.”

			A grimace crossed Wyatt’s face. It was fast, but she saw it and wondered why he looked as though someone had hit him. “Carrie, you are not a bother to anyone. Don’t even think that.”

			She nodded, feeling sluggish. “Okay.”

			He exchanged a look with Farik.

			“She’s all right. Just a little shocked and a little cold. Could you drink some coffee, do you think? I have a thermos up front,” the EMT said.

			“I guess I could. Thank you.”

			Once her hands were wrapped around a foam cup full of steaming black coffee, she asked Wyatt about Ron. “What happens now?”

			“He’ll be taken down to Louisville in all likelihood. Because of the way we found him, we have to do an autopsy. I’m sorry,” he said when she flinched.

			“It’s okay. I know you have to do what protocol says. It’s just that he always hated the thought of being cut on. If I heard him say it once, I heard him say it a hundred times. How long will that take?” A sudden thought knocked the breath out of her. “Oh, God. I don’t even know if I’ll be able to plan his funeral, what with the way things were.”

			“Ethan told me you two were having some problems. He wasn’t gossiping,” Wyatt hurried to assure her when Carrie sent him a questioning look. “He was picking my brain to see if I
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